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INTRODUCTION

Ihave always had a positive and optimistic outlook on life. I did not have to face many difficulties, unlike many other people who tell me what they have endured. I was lucky. Although we were not rich, we had enough to pull along. We were always taught from childhood that self-respect and self-confidence is what one needs in life.

I have been very successful throughout my life. Some might say that it sounds too good to be true, but I assure you that I am not exaggerating the details of what has happened in my life. I hope you enjoy reading about the adventurous life of this common man.


CHAPTER ONE

A Boy Born Under a Lucky Star

Born on June 25, 1943, I was the fourth child of my father, Chhangamal Garg, a grain merchant from Narnaul, and my mother, Surji Devi, from Rajasthan. I was born at home with the help of a midwife, as was common at that time in our part of the country. We were a traditional Hindu middle-class family, and I grew up in the small town of Narnaul in Haryana in a joint family home with my grandparents, my parents, and a total of nine siblings, six sisters and three brothers. My cousins lived in the same household but were independent and separate from our family.

The house was connected by four wings. We lived in the left wing in the front; one cousin’s family was across from us, and another one was to the right of us. The fourth wing was shared between the two cousins. My father had four sisters, but they were all married and gone. It was an exciting and positive environment; we were all playing together, working together, and sometimes sharing food together.

Our standard of living was middle-class in the sense that we did not have any modern facilities in the house, such as electricity, a refrigerator, or a TV, nor did we have a running water supply. We brought water from a nearby well, but the quality of that water was not good for drinking, so we had to go about a mile and a half every day to bring drinking water to our home.

We didn’t have a motor vehicle or even a bicycle during those years. However, our house was very comfortable, and there was plenty of room for all of us. The main emphasis in the family was on a good vegetarian diet and good health. There was always plenty to eat, especially lots of milk and butter, as we had our own cows. The timing of our meals was very regular, and we ate lunch around 10 to 11 a.m., with dinner being served from 7 to 8 p.m. Our typical days included walks, swimming, and socializing with friends.

Our standard of living, including the lack of modern amenities, was similar to the others in our neighborhood. Generally, I would say it was a prosperous community. There was a total of 30,000 people in our small town, and it was a very diverse population, including different types of artisans, such as cobblers, carpenters, and tailors.

From birth onward, I was a very happy child, cheerful and physically active. My parents told me that, according to the local gurus, I was born under a lucky star, and because of this, they said that I would be able to achieve whatever I planned and aimed for. Essentially, the gurus forecast that I would have a very successful career—and that has certainly been the case.

Many people in the community wanted their kids to do well, but my parents were very disciplined in helping us achieve our long-term plans. From when I was young, I received repeated reminders from my father that in order to achieve what I wanted to, I had to work hard academically. In addition to this, he stressed it was important to be physically active and take part in sports. Of course, since there were so many brothers and sisters, he emphasized that we should be helpful to each other and try to be happy together.

I didn’t feel that these reminders from him put undue pressure on me. Achievement seemed to come naturally to me, and I was always doing things with full energy and interest, whether that be my schooling, playing in the streets with my friends, or being with my family at mealtimes. I gave my full, dedicated attention to whatever I was involved in.

My father always wanted to make sure that I was listening to him when he spoke to me. He would ask me, “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

I would answer, “Yes.”

Frequently, he would test me, requesting, “Tell me what you heard. What did I say?”

I would then have to repeat back to him the last thing that he had said. This kept me alert in the discussions we were having. Although my father likely did this with all his children, I had the feeling at the time that he spent a little more time with me because I was a good listener and wanted to improve myself.

One of the main lessons that my father emphasized during these conversations was that knowledge is power. He believed that one should learn as much as they can, from as many people as they can, at any time possible, wherever they happen to be. That struck me as a child, and I was encouraged to take every opportunity to learn and observe from others. I was curious to learn new things and about different aspects of life, and such opportunities could be as simple as talking to other students in school or on the street and asking questions to learn more about them or about things that might be going on in the town. I wanted to know everything that was going on around me every day.

At the young age of seven or eight, my father asked me to start reading the local daily newspaper. He was very committed to reading the newspaper regularly himself. In fact, he used to tell me that was the most important thing he did every day, not only for general knowledge as to what was going on in the country and the world but also for his business. My father’s work was a grain trading business, which he ran along with my grandfather, and this business was dependent on the levels of rainfall and crop yield all over the country. He relied on the published information in the newspaper and on the radio for his day-to-day business. For example, when he went to the market on Mondays, he would then have some indication of whether the pricing of the products from the farmers would be high or low. Although I did not have my father’s business sense—I was more interested in academics—I did share his interest in obtaining more knowledge and improving myself by learning.

My mother came from a rural background but from an educated family, and she had attended school through grade six or seven. My mother was very shy by nature, but she was an extremely hard-working woman. She would get up at 4 a.m., and after a full day, she put us to bed at 8:00 or 8:30 p.m. every night. My father came home from work at 9:30 or 10:00 p.m., and after he’d had his dinner, my mother made milk for us children, waking us up to drink it. She did that every night for the entire 16 years I lived at home.

My mother was not as talkative and instructive as my dad was; she did not have as much enthusiasm for academics due to her own background and upbringing. Her daily life was mostly limited to the household, and she wasn’t involved in many activities outside the home, except for family functions. However, I was always influenced by her hard work, her dedication, and the fact that she always took care of us, making sure we had food and other essentials. For example, she made sure our clothes were clean and that our school bag was ready each day. My two older sisters, Dulari and Shakuntala, helped her in this effort, and they also helped me get ready for school every morning.

At home, I spent time with my younger siblings, especially my two younger brothers, Chetan and Suresh. My relationship with them was partly influenced by my wish to pass along the information and knowledge I was gathering, not only from our father, but also from my schoolteachers and friends. I encouraged them to learn more and to try to achieve a higher level in both academics and in sports.

Another thing I recall from my childhood was our family discussions. Five or six of us sat around with my mom and dad, chatting about what we did all day. These discussions were always filled with intermittent laughter and jokes, and we would talk and laugh for an hour or more. My father was always interested in what we had learned each day, wanting to know where we’d gone and if we had met any new people. We used to play football (or soccer) in the neighborhood after school, and he would ask about how that was going. Those gatherings are among my most cherished memories.

My dad also put a lot of emphasis on health. My siblings and I were all healthy with no diseases and no real health problems. We were active, we ate well, and we exercised. That was a big lesson that we learned from our parents.

Another aspect that my parents emphasized was trying to help people who needed it, mostly in school. For example, some of the students in our school came from very poor families. I didn’t only let them borrow my pencil but instead helped them by giving them my pencils to keep for themselves, because we always had more than one. It was a small gesture, but it was my way of helping my peers who were in need.

From my childhood, I used to wonder why God made some people rich and others poor. I wondered what the kids had done to be in a poor family, and I sympathized with them. I questioned this when I was in fourth through sixth grades, but, of course, I had no answer.

My brothers and I went to an all-boys school, and our sisters went to a different private girls’ school. One of the better aspects of this school, as compared to the government high school, was that our school emphasized the character of the students as well as academics. Our teachers tried to instill a patriotic feeling in us, because India had recently become independent in 1947. In 1952, there was a strong feeling of patriotism in our community, in our state, and throughout the country. Our teachers told us stories about the great freedom fighters like Mahatma Gandhi, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, Sardar Patel, and Subhash Chandra Bose, along with many others who sacrificed their lives for the long struggle against the almost 200-year rule of the Britishers.

School days

Normally, children begin school at age five, but my father decided that I should have one extra year at home and delay my schooling until the age of six. He later told me that he thought I would be better able to absorb information and knowledge and be more alert for school activities—in essence, that I would be a better student overall—at the age of six as opposed to age five.

Thus, I began school at age 6 and attended for the next 10 years until I matriculated after the tenth grade. It was not a government high school but was run by a local, private social and religious organization, Sanatan. The name of the school was Adarsh Sanatan Dharam, but we called it ASD High School. All four of us brothers went to ASD, and we had excellent teachers there. Most of them were with us throughout my schooling years. For example, we had the same English teacher from second grade through tenth grade, as well as the same math teacher, and so on.

Our teachers were very experienced and quite motivating. English, math, science, history, and geography were my favorite subjects. In those five subjects, I was very keen to learn all the new topics our teachers were teaching us. A frequent process was that the teacher, at the end of a lesson, would ask us questions to make sure we understood what he had told us an hour or so earlier. If we failed to recall part of it, he would remind us.

Although our town was small, the schools emphasized learning English at a young age, and we began learning the English language in third grade. There was a lot of emphasis on spelling and grammar. I later learned that was a rare opportunity.

Math was very repetitive, and we were asked to memorize the multiplication tables. Of course, in those days, we had no slide rules, calculators, or computers. However, our math teacher instructed us in such a nice, easy way, so most of us loved attending class.

A typical day at school would begin with the national anthem, Jana Gana Mana, after which we would disperse to our classrooms for lessons. Throughout the day, we had breaks at regular intervals. At the end of school, we had a one-hour sports session. I was mostly interested in volleyball at school. When we came home, we played football in the streets with the other neighborhood kids.

In addition to the standard academics, we had an annual function in school, called Basant Panchmi Day Mela (gathering), to celebrate the day our school had been founded. There were many prizes distributed, and I received awards in sports, academics, and cultural activities. Because I was getting recognized and rewarded, it served as an incentive for me to learn more and work harder. In the back of my mind, I always remembered what my parents told me about being born with a lucky star and that I would achieve whatever I aimed for if I remained alert and eager to learn.

My school experience was an extremely positive one. All of us in the class worked well as a group, playing and studying together. There was no negative element at all. Each one of us was cooperative and understanding. If someone else needed help in any way, we helped each other.

There are three very special friends from my early school days: Hari Agarwal, Sumat Jain, and Sunder Agarwal. The four of us were friends from fifth grade through tenth, taking all the same classes. In addition to our day-to-day school activities, we would get together in the evenings between 6 and 7 p.m., going for long walks around the town or to the temple. Afterward, we each went to our respective homes for dinner.

During grades 8–10, we studied together at my house in the evening, and my friends would sleep there on those nights. Although we were all competing for the top academic positions, we liked and appreciated each other and worked hard together, encouraging one another.

After graduating in 1959, the four of us friends went our separate ways. Hari’s father could not afford to send Hari to college, so he told him that he had to start working. Since there were no job opportunities in our native town, he sent him to a distant relative in Calcutta, which was around 2,500 miles away from our home. Sumat wanted to go to college in a bigger city, but a new government college was started in our town two or three years earlier, so his father told him that he would prefer him to stay in town and that he should enroll in the local college, so that’s what he did. Sunder joined me to attend DAV College in Jalandhar when we finished school at age 16.


CHAPTER TWO

Knowledge is Power

As soon as I had finished the matriculation exams at ASD, my family, particularly my dad and my elder brother Dayanand, started to think about where I should continue my education. Everybody was convinced that, since I was interested in studying and was academically oriented, I should try to go to the best possible college.

We did some research and then took the advice of the two most respected individuals in our town. One was a Member of Legislative Assembly (MLA), Mr. R.S. C. Mittal, and the other was a senior lawyer, Mr. Hanuman P. Sanghi. Both had suggested that the best college in the state and in Haryana (part of Punjab at that time) was DAV College in Jalandhar. The decision had been made, but the question remained: Would I be admitted there?

When the exam results came in, I was the top student in the entire district, which I think had about 50 high schools. That encouraged us to apply to DAV College. However, some concerns remained; I was concerned about the size of the city, and my parents were concerned about how I would adjust to living away from home for the first time. I was only 16 years old, and I had never been outside our hometown or traveled anywhere. Would I know how to behave?

Fortunately, one of my high school mates, Sunder, decided to attend DAV College as well. At least I would have a friend there. Still, I was concerned that I would be lonely and miss my family; it would be three months before I would be able to come home for a visit.

Ultimately, Sunder and I decided that we would go to DAV College; we applied and were admitted. Since it was a very popular college and students from all over the states were trying to attend, there was a shortage of hostel residences. We again approached Mr. Mittal at the local MLA and asked if he could make a recommendation. We knew that Mr. Mittal knew the principal of the college, Lala Suraj Bhan, so I felt I could trust his recommendation.

Mr. Mittal directed us to the superintendent of hostels at DAV, who might be able to get a room for Sunder and me. He said, “I will write you an introduction letter, and then you will go see him, and hopefully, it will be taken care of.”

There were two hostels, one old—for the first-year students—and a new hostel across from Grand Trunk Road (GT Road). We did get admission to the old hostel that was reserved for first-year students, which was a big relief.

It was our first time away from home, and we had no idea what the best way was to travel to the college. After discussing it with several people, it was decided that the best way was for us to take a train from Narnaul to Delhi, which was a six-hour train ride. From there, we


































































































OEBPS/image/copy.jpg
72

ZORBA BOOKS





OEBPS/image/title.jpg
2,

ZORBA BOOKS





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
THE ADVENTUROUS

LIFE OF
A COMMON MAN

OM P. GARG





