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To the two Shaktis,
Oishee and Tavishee
As they continue to learn.




PREFACE


WHAT INSPIRED US?


We have both been passionate hyper-learners our entire lives – through school, college, our MBA days together, our corporate careers over the past twenty years and overall in life. When faced with a situation, both of us would always seek to enquire, learn, distil and then act (wisely or unwisely so), rather than wait to get answers from somewhere or to follow an existing paradigm.


One of the principles that has helped us gain success in our fields is the discipline of self-learning, which is said to be the highest level of activity from a return on investment (ROI) perspective. This continuous journey of self-learning has helped us evolve as people and as leaders. It has not only enhanced our self-awareness and our ability to connect with others, but also expanded our perspectives on life and success.


And while we have imbibed knowledge and experience along our four decades on Earth, we have also come to realize how little we still know. Hence, on the New Year’s Eve of 2018, sitting amidst the lush green environs of a tiger reserve, we decided to take our journey of self-learning into the next orbit!


We chose to embark on a unique 52 Weeks Learning Challenge. For this, we ambitiously penned down a long list of 63 actions or subjects we would cover across the 52 weeks of 2018. The fundamental idea behind this endeavour was simple: we would completely immerse ourselves into ONE TOPIC EVERY WEEK.


The topics we listed were the ones that deeply interested us. Diverse and fascinating, they covered a vast gamut of ideas and themes: from the art of making fine coffee to mind maps, from how billionaires think to how pro-marathoners train, from mindfulness to muay-thai, and from ancient medicine practices to cutting-edge haematology.


This accelerated self-learning was a three-step process.


a) We would speak to experts and hack into their life-journeys and learnings.


b) We would scan and absorb existing literature on the subjects (both ancient knowledge and latest research papers), thus building up an information database.


c) We would debate and discuss these concepts in great detail between ourselves to understand them. The idea being to find interconnections in the knowledge we had accumulated in order to uncover new insights and appreciate fresh perspectives.


To make all this possible in a disciplined manner, we had to prioritize our time ruthlessly, given that we both work in demanding corporate roles, and spend our leisure time with our two daughters, as well as our family and friends. Hence, we drew up a ‘Sacrifice List’ that basically axed certain activities to make time for this weekly discipline of self-learning. Binge-watching shows and movies on Netflix was now a thing of the past. We even cut down on attending corporate parties to once a week. And so on.


Lastly, to create a memorable hook for our #52WeeksLearningChallenge, we drew inspiration from Morpheus in the movie Matrix, who offers Neo the choice of taking the blue or the red pill. The latter denotes an adventure across uncharted paths, and so, we have named our hyper-learning journey across 52 weeks of 2018 as ‘52RedPills’.


While this book is about our journey, we invite you to embark on your very own ‘RedPills’ journey. You’re certain to be surprised and fascinated by what you find along the way!




CREATING YOUR OWN 52REDPILLS JOURNEY


Everyone’s journey is unique. Ours certainly was. And we hope as you read this book, you will get some nuggets of learnings, tips and hacks from our experiences that are relevant to you.


As you consider taking that first exciting step towards your own adventure, and before you begin hyper-learning, here’s a brief process note with five questions for you to define your learning journey:


1. What do you love most about yourself as an individual/ couple/team/family?
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2. What did you enjoy doing (alone/together) the most?
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3. What are the themes (cuisines, travel, dancing, wines, movies, literature and sports are a few examples) you want to explore (alone/together)?
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4. How do you want to explore yourself/your togetherness/ your themes? For instance, would you like to cook experimental meals, learn new dances, play sports, watch and analyze movies, explore newer workouts, and so on?
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5. What is your long list of seventy things you want to do, learn about, practice, and/or create?
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Draw up a simple table, as shown below, to map out your resources and assign responsibilities.
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Choose a day that suits you (every Saturday, Sunday, Monday, or whichever day works for you), and then, at the end of every week of the coming year, do the following exercise on that day.


EXERCISE




	Tick off the item/topic you covered from your list.


	Create your own log and record of what you did, how you did, what you learnt, and what you would like to do again.


	Maintain it also in the form of photographs, written experiences in your journal or diary, videos, on your social media feeds, and/or at the end of every RedPill in this book.





And towards the end of the year, you will have your own 52RedPills journey compilation, filled with shared experiences and wonderful memories to keep you company as you evolve yourself.


Through the year, you will have learned, laughed, fallen, recovered, shared, created, danced, evolved and oh so much more.


You will have explored.


You will have lived.




SUMMARY OF OUR 52REDPILLS JOURNEY OVER 52 WEEKS


Week 1 – Good Sleep


Week 2 – The Art of Thinking


Week 3 – The Science of Food


Week 4 – The Spice of Life: Cinnamon


Week 5 – Decoding Culture


Week 6 – On Mindfulness


Week 7 – The Science of Symbols and Rituals


Week 8 – Rock Under Pressure


Week 9 – The Next Orbit of Leadership


Week 10 – Power Mornings


Week 11 – Spirituality as a Superpower


Week 12 – Going Organic


Week 13 – Hacking Martial Arts


Week 14 – Turning Curiosity into Creativity


Week 15 – From Where on Earth Do You Draw Your Energy?


Week 16 – Boost Your Memory Power


Week 17 – The Magical World of Whiskey


Week 18 – On Life Hacks


Week 19 – Be a Super Woman


Week 20 – Start a Movement


Week 21 – Inside a Polymath’s Mind


Week 22 – Be (Super) Interesting


Week 23 – On Philanthropy


Week 24 – Inside the Minds of Sports Champions


Week 25 – On Globetrotting


Week 26 – Germany is the New Ancient India


Week 27 – Running as a Passion


Week 28 – Declutter Your Life


Week 29 – Gratitude is an Attitude


Week 30 – The Real Social Network


Week 31 – The Science of Indian Astrology


Week 32 – Neuroplasticity


Week 33 – The Theory of Everything


Week 34 – Channelling Energy


Week 35 – The Science of Consciousness


Week 36 – Building Mental Resilience


Week 37 – On Ikigai


Week 38 – The Process of Scientific Discovery


Week 39 – Bhagwad Gita, the Source Code of Management


Week 40 – Communicating Effectively


Week 41 – How to Beat a Heart Attack


Week 42 – The Science Behind Indian Festivals


Week 43 – Ground Yourself from Radiation


Week 44 – Bio-Hacking Your Mind and Body for Performance


Week 45 – Collaborations as a Creativity Turbo Charger


Week 46 – Indian Management, the New Superpower


Week 47 – Decoding Homeopathy


Week 48 – Personal BHAGs


Week 49 – Serendipity and Passion


Week 50 – Thinking Macro


Week 51 – The Joy of Coffee


Week 52 – Reflect and Turbocharge




AUTHORS’ NOTE


Our 52 weeks’ journey across 2018 was intense and hectic, covering a host of topics that would (hopefully) help us become ‘healthy, wealthy, and wise’, as we integrated learnings from ancient wisdom along with modern-day expertise.


To give us a breather from some of the more intense themes, we incorporated some lighter weeks in between, where we delved into experiential topics such as whiskey, coffee, etc. These experiences can never be evocatively captured in a book chapter; hence, we have kept these specific RedPills crisp and with names edited or changed on request.


Note: All company names, trademarks, copyrights are those of the respective companies that the authors have referenced for their research.




WEEK 1


GOOD SLEEP
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‘Sleep that knits up the raveled sleave of care,


The death of each day’s life,


sore labor’s bath,


Balm of hurt minds, great nature’s second course,


Chief nourisher in life’s feast.’


MACBETH, WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE





THE CONTEXT


Our research area in our first week of 52RedPills was GOOD SLEEP as a key factor for our well being and happiness.


Why good sleep, you might ask?


The backstory is as follows. Eika and I (Siddharth) completed our MBA as the Class of 2000 at FMS-Delhi and joined the corporate sector. One of our first memories about the vicissitudes of the rat race was the news of a super-achieving corporate star, then president of a large IT company, who died at the age of 40 from a massive heart attack. Media reports said that lack of sleep led to body under stress which was the reason for the sudden, unfortunate demise of an individual, who otherwise followed a sensible diet and regular exercise schedule. Over the years, we heard the same story, with some variations, numerous times, as people we knew suffered similar outcomes.


And since we both turned 40 this year, issues related to health and well being are pretty much top-of-mind for us.


THE PROCESS


We began by reading deeply on this subject, with texts ranging from our ancient Vedas to the latest articles, including the immensely interesting 2017 New York Times article, ‘Sleep as the Status Symbol’. Through all of these, good sleep emerged as a critical part of the well-being regimen to help avoid sudden stress to the human body. And we realized that while awareness regarding the importance of good sleep was increasing, a disciplined way of approaching this was required. Our online browsing also revealed that new industries were being built around the concept of providing a good sleep experience – from sleep pods and aromatherapy to technology products for aiding sleep. One of the global voices shaping this conversation is Arianna Huffington, who has established a new company called Thrive Global, with India as the second launch market after the US.


And here is where we got lucky. It turned out that Arianna was visiting Mumbai. Introduced via a friend of a friend, we were fortunate to spend some quality time with her over a dinner and take in her thoughts on good sleep.


In the same week, Eika met up with her Rishi-ji and gleaned some nuggets of timeless wisdom by a deep discussion of this topic. Overall, thus, we were able to get some deep insights into the nature of our minds and our sleep states.


In summary, the body–mind conflict between alertness and rest has the following four manifestations:




	
Jagrut Awastha or Awake State: This is how we lead our daily lives, hyper and frenetic in body and sharply alert in the mind. There is no rest, and so the body fatigues and the mind tires.


	
Supt Awastha or Sleep State: This is the tired state of deep sleep. When the body is at rest, and there’s no awareness or alertness of the mind.


	
Swapna Awastha or Dream State: This is the fevered mind-and-body state of the restless, dreamful sleep. The body awakens exhausted and unrested, and the mind is in a foggy haze of uncertainty. There is neither physical rest, nor any alertness or awareness of the mind.


	
Turiya Awastha or Alpha State: This is the state of conscious clarity of meditation. The body is in effortless, calm rest, and the mind has absolute clarity, alertness and awareness, and is in the present.





It is a fact that given the hectic lives we all lead, which involve erratic sleeping patterns, late nights and red-eye flights, we would all benefit immensely from learning to deep-rest. And do consider how infinitely productive, efficient, brilliant and resonant we all would be if we could exist forever in the Turiya State.


And it is possible to do so. As Eika realized, you need to Meditate, Breathe, and Be.


THE LEARNINGS




1) Eight hours of sleep every night is a must. It enhances productivity and creativity. It is important to get the right quantity of deep or REM sleep within these hours in order to wake up fresh.


2) You can increase your focus and powers of concentration dramatically in the Alpha State.


3) Sleeping between 10:30 p.m. and 1:30 a.m. is critical. Your liver needs this time to replenish itself. It is also beneficial to have regular, fixed times to go to sleep and to wake up. Sleep likes habit.





Eika and I experimented with some of these learnings during the week. Eika discovered that meditating just before going to bed allowed her to enjoy a deep, peaceful sleep. I nursed my liver by trying to go to bed earlier. It wasn’t as easy as I expected it to be. Detoxing from devices was probably the toughest part. Nevertheless, what certainly needs a mention is that on days that we tucked ourselves in early, we woke up refreshed, recharged and completely energized.




RESOURCES




	
The Sleep Revolution: Transforming Your Life, One Night at a Time by Arianna Huffington


	Check out: www.thriveglobal.com for more on Arianna Huffington and her work.





An interesting video to watch by The Economist, ‘What Happens When We Sleep?’
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WEEK 2


THE ART OF THINKING


[image: ]






‘Thinking: the talking of the soul with itself.’


PLATO





THE CONTEXT


Our research area for this week was on THE ART OF THINKING. This is a hot topic for us, especially because the world around us is changing so fast. As they say, we are living in a VUCA world – one that is Volatile, Unpredictable, Chaotic and Ambiguous. Such conditions naturally force us to reassess our assumptions and adapt to new operating conditions. We, thus, researched the fluency of developing mental models, understanding patterns, connecting dots, figuring out the value of being interdisciplinary. In essence, we attempted the art of honing our ability to fully open our minds.


THE PROCESS


This week’s quest took us on an interesting journey as we meandered across wisdom from ancient literature and a lunch meeting with one of India’s prominent tech-entrepreneurs, to some insights from an online course on cutting-edge design thinking.


I spent time with Kunal Shah, one of India’s foremost internet entrepreneurs, philosopher, fabulously provocative thinker, and the founder of Freecharge and CRED. Our one-hour coffee meeting turned into a three-hour-long, intellectually stimulating lunch discussion. Two of the most fascinating things Kunal did post his Freecharge venture was to extensively travel the world and read exhaustively. This exploration allowed him to look at the world from first principles and inspired him to see interconnections across diverse subjects. For instance, the principles of similarities between Hinduism and Blockchain were a fascinating provocation that he shared with us.


We also signed up for and blitz-completed a Design Thinking e-course from IDEO, one of the world’s foremost global design companies, at the forefront of creating change through design. It is also one of the leading organizations for online resources with tests and courses to stimulate your creative juices.


In the meantime, Eika dove into texts ranging from Mandukya Upanishada to some translated age-old texts by recent philosophers for an ancient wisdom perspective. And through her study of Hindu philosophy, she came across the concept of antah-karna (the inner cause).


Her understanding of this ancient concept is as follows: the mind collects raw data through our senses that engage and transact with our environment. This raw data is collected through sight, touch, taste, hearing, smell, our behaviour, our conscious mind, and our persona – this level of the mind is known as the manas. Think of it as the RAM of computing.


Through the layers of the subconscious, these raw strands of data get processed into information. This is done through the processors of the chitta (memory), vivek and buddhi (analysis and judgement), and aham (ego). These strands of information then become available to us and are accessed as and when required. Think of this as your computer’s hard disk or CPU.


To express this as an example, imagine the five-year-old you got burnt by hot tea. This experience was ‘collected’ by your manas through the transaction of sight and touch. It was then processed through your five-year-old buddhi into information organized as ‘dangerous’. The 25-year-old you now recalls this information through your chitta every time you are tempted to consume hot tea, thereby alerting you to exercise caution.


So, indulge your senses as you experience the world and the manas, and allow your chitta, vivek, buddhi and aham to soak in, massage and organize the data you collect.


THE LEARNINGS




1) Our minds have four functionalities – manas, chitta, buddhi and aham. The full potential engagement of the mind is achieved only when all four are activated. The superficial mind operates only from one or two of this consciousness.


2) Meta themes are a passion for Kunal. These emerge once you increase your understanding of the world – join the dots (everything is connected, especially in today’s digital world) – and probe the why. Hence, our learning was about the fascinating interrelationships that get revealed once you join the dots in seemingly disparate subjects.


3) A recurring theme for promoting creative thinking is the process of Rapid Prototyping. This process involves creating a simple visualization, such as a sketch, to describe an infant idea. Early feedback then helps to shape the idea more articulately. This is followed by getting a base concept out to the audience.







RESOURCES




	Check out online courses at www.Ideo.com


	Learn more about Design Thinking from online courses at Stanford and MIT.


	
Frugal Innovation: How to do More with Less by Navi Radjou and Jaideep Prabhu


	
Breakout Nations: In Pursuit of the Next Economic Miracles by Ruchir Sharma
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WEEK 3


THE SCIENCE OF FOOD
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‘Let food be thy medicine,


Thy medicine shall be thy food.’


HIPPOCRATES





THE CONTEXT


Our research area for this week was the SCIENCE OF FOOD. This required delving into the latest medical science, as well as ancient wisdom to understand how to eat healthy and live healthy. As a topic, this was especially important for us since we have tried to improve our food habits, via diets, fasting and ‘going-veg-for-a-week’ experiments, a few times already. We had not, however, really managed to inculcate any daily changes in our food habits that would stick.


THE PROCESS


Eika and I decided to explore the translated writings on various foods and their impact as described under the yogic and Ayurvedic systems, and seeing what we could put into use. In addition to our studies, I spent some productive hours in discussion with Anuj Rakyan, a former athlete and the founder and managing director of Raw Pressery, to learn from his expert insights on food.


Finally, as a quasi-test of our recently acquired knowledge, Eika and I hosted a live Twitter chat session (courtesy our friends at @LnM) on ‘Good Food & Good Living’, and put our learnings to use while getting real time feedback and more know-how from our listeners.


THE LEARNINGS




1) Over the ages, food cultures across the world have figured out that all diet needs to be balanced. This means that all food groups need to feature in your meals. Rajmachawal, daal-roti, and fish-n-chips are just a few simple examples of protein and carb combinations. Do consider this premise before starting Atkins, Keto or any other fad diet of modern times. Also, always consume locally grown and eaten foods. So, aloo-paranthas loaded with butter is ideal in Punjab, whereas idli and coconut chutney are best suited to coastal Kerala.


2) We have all heard of ‘an apple a day keeps the doctor away’ and ‘a banana in the morning takes care of acidity and controls blood sugar all day’ advice. There are similar health benefits in nuts too, so make sure to keep a jar of healthy nuts at home, office, and even in your car.


3) It is fascinating how the respiratory system (the naadis) operates and offers signals regarding our food and drink intake. How? Well, check your breathing. If your left nostril is more active, it is time to consume fluids; and if your right nostril is more active, that is the body’s signal to eat solid food.





Fun Fact: Ayurveda = the Knowledge of Life


Based on our learnings during this week, we made three small yet critical changes to our lifestyle. First, Eika and I ensured that we inculcate the habit of an early dinner, preferably by 7 p.m., along with our kids, at a device-free dinner table. Second, we have drastically reduced our intake of processed sugar in tea or coffee and food. And lastly, we ensure portion control, hence, smaller servings of food on the table with a balanced diet of all the things we love eating, from carbs to proteins.




RESOURCES




	
Climbing the Mango Trees: A Memoir of a Childhood in India by Madhur Jaffrey


	
A Cook’s Tour: Global Adventures in Extreme Cuisines and No Reservations: Around the World on an Empty Stomach by Antony Bourdain


	
Rude Food: The Collected Food Writings of Vir Sanghvi by Vir Sanghvi
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WEEK 4


THE SPICE OF LIFE: CINNAMON
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‘And still she slept an azure-lidded sleep,


In blanched linen, smooth, and lavender’d,


While he from forth the closet brought a heap


Of candied apple, quince, and plum, and gourd;


With jellies soother than the creamy curd,


And lucent syrops, tinct with cinnamon;


Manna and dates, in argosy transferr’d


From Fez; and spiced dainties, every one,


From silken Samarcand to cedar’d Lebanon.’


‘THE EVE OF ST AGNES’ BY JOHN KEATS





THE CONTEXT


Our research area this week arose from the enquiry into Ayurveda and well being last week. It enticed us to delve deeper into the SPICE OF LIFE, namely CINNAMON.


THE PROCESS


This week’s journey involved exploring both ancient medical texts and having conversations with doctors and experts regarding this special spice. While Eika looked into our traditional food systems and the role of spices within that, I undertook a trip to Sri Lanka, the ‘Cinnamon Isle’, to speak to various entrepreneurs and Ayurvedic practitioners about this wonder spice. Fortunately, this fell perfectly in line with a personal trip to meet my friends in Colombo and Galle.


THE LEARNINGS


Although we just managed to scratch the surface of this vast topic, here are the three key takeaways from our experience:




1) There is a marked difference between Western and Indian classifications of food. The former operates on the basis of the chemical compounds in the food: protein (amino acids and building blocks), carbohydrates (sugars and energy providers), vitamins and minerals (enzymes and facilitators), fats and oils (lubricators), fibre (roughage) and water.


In ancient Indian science, however, food is classified more holistically to include its integration with the specific human body that consumes it. This takes the form of rasa panchaka, which comprises the five factors of a dravya (substance). These are: rasa or taste, guna or qualities, vipaka or taste conversion after digestion, veerya or potency, and prabhava or the special effect of the food. This allows for herbs and spices to be included and studied among the foods, unlike the western compound classification.


2) Cinnamon has significant medical properties. For instance, half a teaspoon of cinnamon per day is said to lower cholesterol. It has an anti-clotting effect, as well. In a study conducted at Copenhagen University, patients who were given half a teaspoon of this powder, combined with a tablespoon of honey, every morning before breakfast experienced a marked relief in arthritis pain after one week.* Smelling cinnamon also boosts cognitive function and memory. And it is a great source of manganese, fibre, iron and calcium, too.


3) The almost magical medicinal properties of cinnamon have ensured it an enduring appeal through the ages. In Roman times, cinnamon was considered more valuable than gold! For centuries, the source of cinnamon was a mystery to the Western world. Today, there are four main cinnamon producers in the world: China, Vietnam, Indonesia and Sri Lanka. The cinnamon (species cinnamomum verum) found in Sri Lanka is considered the best since it has the lowest levels of coumarin (which is said to cause liver and kidney damage in high concentration).
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