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PREFACE

This is not a book about how to start a business. There are thousands of those.

This is a book about what happens after you start. The long middle. The years that no one photographs. The decisions made at midnight. The quiet discipline of showing up when no one is watching and nothing is guaranteed.

I am a first-generation entrepreneur. I did not inherit a business. I did not have a mentor waiting with answers. I did not begin with capital, clarity, or a carefully designed plan. I began with a decision—and nearly three decades of consequences followed from it.

What follows in these pages is what I have gathered from that journey—not theory borrowed from business schools, but observation earned in the field.

Some of it is practical. Some of it is personal. All of it is honest.

I have written this for the young entrepreneur who is standing at the beginning of something uncertain—or already in the middle of something harder than expected. You do not need to be the smartest person in the room. You do not need a perfect plan. You need endurance, clarity, and the willingness to continue when stopping would be easier.

Success is not given. It is built—slowly, quietly, and at considerable personal cost. I hope this book helps you understand what that building really requires.

Capt. Shaji Kumar

New Delhi




FOREWORD

The India of 2008 was, on paper, a success story. The economy had been growing at over eight percent for three consecutive years. The Sensex had crossed twenty thousand for the first time in history. Indian companies were acquiring British steel mills and American automobile brands. And then, in September of that year, Lehman Brothers collapsed in New York — and within weeks, corporate hiring across India froze almost overnight. For a recruitment business that had been growing steadily for three years, the effect was immediate, total, and terrifying.

I remember a night when I did not know how I would pay salaries the next morning. It was past midnight. The house was quiet. My children were asleep. The numbers in front of me refused to move, no matter how many times I recalculated them. There was no investor to call. No partner to lean on. No one to share the burden with. Just me—and the consequences of every decision I had made.

That night, I understood something most people only discover much later:

Entrepreneurship does not begin with an idea. It begins the moment there is no one else left to take responsibility. I did not start with a business plan. I started with uncertainty. A decision to leave the Indian Army. No mentor. No capital. No roadmap. Just discipline, instinct—and the willingness to step into something I did not fully understand.

Over the next three decades, that decision would take me through growth, collapse, recovery, and long stretches of doubt that no one outside the journey ever sees.

It is a moment filled with possibility. A quiet, powerful belief that something meaningful can be created out of nothing. That an idea, fragile and untested, can one day take shape, grow roots, and stand on its own. But as anyone who has walked this path will tell you, the distance between that beginning and a lasting legacy is not measured in months. It is measured in years. Sometimes, decades. I have spent nearly three decades in the trenches of entrepreneurship. I have experienced the highs—the kind that give you a view so clear and expansive that you momentarily believe you have figured it all out.

Human nature doesn’t change, regardless of what you’re building, where you live, how old you are, how wealthy or not. And over the last three decades, I have seen what humans need to reach their potential, to disrupt what needs disrupting, to forge their own unorthodox path. I was as unorthodox as they come. I personally had no idea what business was. I had till then just heard of the word, for all that was worth it.

And I have experienced the lows—the kind that arrive quietly, often unexpectedly, leaving you with that unmistakable “cold sweat,” where the ground beneath your feet no longer feels certain. That is the nature of this journey. It is not linear. It is not predictable. And it is certainly not easy. If you are looking for shortcuts, formulas, or quick success, this is not that book. This is a book about endurance. About the long gestation that few people speak about openly. About what it really takes to stay in the game long enough to build something meaningful.

I often refer to what I call the “Birbal Strategy”—the ability to keep your eyes fixed on a distant light, even when the night feels at its coldest. Because entrepreneurship will test you. Not once. But repeatedly. And more often than not, what separates those who endure from those who fall away is not brilliance, but belief. Not opportunity, but persistence. Not speed, but staying power.

Over the years, I have come to understand something fundamental: You are not merely a participant in your circumstances. You are their architect. And yet, many ventures do not fail because the idea was weak. They fail because the founder’s resolve weakens. Because the “green grass” they imagined turns out to be an illusion. Because the fire that once drove them slowly begins to fade.

In these pages, I share what I have gathered over nearly three decades of observation, experience, and reflection. Not theory. Not borrowed wisdom. But lessons earned the hard way. I will speak about building—not just businesses, but character. About execution—but also about restraint. Because just as there is an art to getting things done, there is an equally important art to knowing what to leave undone.

I will also explore something that many overlook: integrity. Because in the long run, it is not your location, your scale, or your visibility that sustains you. It is your ability to build trust. To create a “well” of value so genuine that people will seek you out, regardless of distance or competition.

And because entrepreneurship is not only a mental and strategic journey—but a physical and emotional one as well—I have included practices that have helped me stay grounded. Simple, natural approaches. Moments of reset. Ways to clear the fog that inevitably builds up in a life filled with constant decision-making.

That is one of the chief reasons why I wrote this book. Everyone trying to do something meaningful needs and deserves a mentor—someone who has seen it and done it and can hopefully help you through the toughest moments of your career. A good mentor would not, and in fact should not, hand you the answers, but they will try to help you see your problems from a new perspective. I will loan you some of my hard-fought advice so you can discover your own solution.

This book is for someone, anyone who wants to create something new, who is chasing excellence, and who doesn’t want to waste time. I’m going to speak a lot about building a business – either in product or service. The basics are almost always the same. Address some pain points, which are almost always similar. And even if you’re not yet ready to start anything as yet, this book is still meant for you. Sometimes the first step is just figuring out what you want to do. Getting a job you’re excited about. Building the person you want to be, or create a team that would support you in whatever it is that you would want to do.

I personally never had anyone to turn to or lean on. I don’t know the reason. Perhaps I was never comfortable sharing, or I was simply too committed to my own instincts to seek another perspective. I don’t know why. But in hindsight, I could have used a sounding board. This has been one of the main grievances my family has had with me as well. I kept myself cocooned, afloat on my own island of thought. But today, at this stage in my life, if anyone were to take my advice, I would firmly advocate for a guide—a mentor. It is always beneficial to look at a situation from different angles, which is not quite possible when you are always looking at it from the same angle. There is no alternative. No A & B Testing. Just A all the time.

So while I write this book, with the motive that it may help someone who is looking to build something meaningful, he/she should always seek guidance. Not necessary to follow everything or to start doubting your own intelligence, but a handrail to hold on to. Since this is my advice based on my experience, this book roughly follows the larger part of my career – spanning nearly three decades. Every step, every failure taught me something. My entrepreneurial life did not begin with Chaque Jour. This book is about what I’ve learned-typically the hard way. The advice in this book is by no means complete, but it’s a start. I’m still learning, revising my thoughts each day, every day. This book contains some of what I’ve learned so far.

Success is never guaranteed. Failure is never final. But if there is one thing I have learned, it is this: If you learn to tend to the soil within—your thoughts, your attitude, your discipline, your resilience—you begin to influence what grows around you. You begin to shape your future, rather than react to it.

So if you are ready—not just to dream, but to endure…Not just to begin, but to continue… Then let us start. The page is no longer blank. And it’s not yet finished as well. The journey begins…

Capt. Shaji Kumar
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Chapter 1: The Architect of Circumstance
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Success is first built in the mind. You are not a victim, but the architect.

Strength Does Not Come from Physical Capacity, It Comes from an Indomitable Will - Mahatma Gandhi.


Seeing What Others Ignored

Port Blair, early 1970s. The fish market at Aberdeen Bazaar opens before sunrise. By six in the morning, the catch from the night boats is laid out on concrete slabs — silver pomfret, red snapper, the occasional barracuda — and the smell of salt and iodine drifts up the hill to the government quarters, which stand in a line, whitewashed, identical, each a precise copy of the next. This is not a place that prepares you for ambition. It prepares you for steadiness. For the quiet disciplines of a life earned rather than inherited. It was from this island of calm that I would be transplanted, as a ten-year-old, into the noise and competitive urgency of New Delhi — and the gap between those two worlds would become one of the most important teachers of my life.

The opportunity did not come to me as an idea. It came to me as irritation. I remember walking into one of the early client sites during my corporate years. On the surface, everything looked functional. The building was operational. People were working. Systems were in place. But if you looked closely—really looked—you could see the cracks. Housekeeping was inconsistent. Maintenance was reactive, not preventive. There was no ownership—only activity. Things were being done. But nothing was being managed. I remember asking a simple question to someone on-site: “Who is responsible for ensuring this runs smoothly?” The answer I got was not a name. It was a shrug. That stayed with me.

At that time, India was opening up. Multinational companies were entering with expectations—global standards, structured processes, accountability. But what they were getting on the ground was fragmented execution. There was a gap. Not in effort. In ownership. And that gap was not visible in reports. It was visible only if you stood on the ground long enough to notice it. That is when the thought became clear: This is not a small inefficiency. This is a structural absence. I did not see it as an opportunity immediately. I saw it as something that should not exist. That difference matters.

The first service I offered was simple. Not technology-driven. Not complex. Consistency. Show up every day. Deliver the same standard. Take responsibility when something goes wrong. It sounds obvious now. At that time, it was rare. The market did not need innovation. It needed reliability. That was my entry point. And the more I worked, the clearer it became: Businesses were not suffering from lack of vendors. They were suffering from lack of accountability. That is what I built. Not a service. A standard.

An opportunity to make an impact and set myself on a path to make something great. I have always been a dreamer, and I almost always dreamed big. Even from the earliest days, I was dreaming of expanding my footprint—an insatiable desire, like a race to the top. Leave an impact. The best way to start a business that will eventually make you successful is to follow what you’re naturally interested in, then take risks when choosing. Follow your curiosity rather than a business school playbook about how to be “successful in Business” or about “How to make Money”. Assume, that for much of the time your choices may not work out. Early lessons, would be watching your dreams go up in flames and learning as much as you can from the ashes. Do, fail, learn. The rest will follow. The only failure is your inaction. The rest is always trial and error.

I needed to learn. And the best way was to take the plunge at the deep end. You will fear drowning—but all living beings carry an instinct for survival. Either you learn to swim, or you don’t. The choice is simple enough. And if taking the plunge turns out to be the wrong move, you can always adjust course. Making mistakes is not something you have to be scared of. The cycle is the same – Do, fail and learn. The most critical thing is to have a goal. To strive for something, big and hard and important to you. Then every step you take towards the goal, even if it’s a stumble, still moves you forward. There is a famous quote, “success is falling down 10 times and getting up 11 times”

Your parents will always have suggestions for you-feel free to take them or ignore them. Their judgement will always be coloured by what they want for you (the best, of course, only the best). You’ll need to find other people-to give you some useful advice. But then it is always what you want. Learn to trust your intuition. It is a strong, quiet signal—you will rarely go wrong when you follow it the first time. You should follow what comes to your mind the first time – not the second or third time. This is your time to take risks. Why? Because almost everyone who wants to give you advice may have never attempted something on their own – you have. You are the one with courage.

At the most, you might make a mess of everything. Your Company might fail. You might have so many butterflies in your stomach. And that’s okay. It’s exactly what should be happening. If you don’t feel the butterflies, then maybe you are not doing it right. You have to push yourself up the mountain, even if it feels like Sisyphus rolling his boulder. But unlike Sisyphus, you have a purpose—and that purpose is what eventually changes the outcome. And that persistence is what will eventually make it successful. It is guaranteed-no doubt in the final outcome. Unless of course there was a major flaw. Your business should be solving a real problem. Unless that is true, you cannot start a revolution. If you’re passionate about something-something that could be solving a huge problem one day-then stick with it. I can’t make you the smartest or the brightest, but it’s doable to be the most knowledgeable. It’s possible to gather more information than somebody else.
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Mastering the Inner Soul of Success

OTA Chennai, May 1987. The Officer’s Training Academy in the brutal Tamil Nadu summer is a machine designed to dismantle comfort. By the end of the first month, every civilian habit has been examined, tested, and either rebuilt or discarded. The Academy does not train you. It strips you. And then it builds something else — something with better wiring. The India outside was Rajiv Gandhi’s India: computers, satellites, a modernisation drive that felt, in much of the country, like science fiction. Inside the Academy, we were learning to function without sleep, to carry responsibility before we were ready for it, and to act when action was required rather than when certainty was available. I would carry both those Indias with me for the rest of my life.

I still remember the moment I decided to leave the Army. Not the date. Not the formalities. The moment. It wasn’t dramatic. No announcement. No sense of triumph. And most of all no regret. It was not a momentary decision. Just a quiet shift that, once it happened, could not be undone. I was sitting alone after a routine day. The kind of day that runs like clockwork. Orders given. Tasks completed. Structure intact. Everything exactly as it should be. And yet, something felt…incomplete. Not wrong. Not broken. Just incomplete. On paper, I had everything most people work towards. Stability, Respect. A defined path. A life where the next step was already known. And yet, there was a question that would not leave me. It did not arrive loudly. It did not demand attention. It simply stayed. Is this all I am meant to do?

That question is dangerous. Because once it takes hold, it does not negotiate. It does not go away because your life looks good from the outside. I was not dissatisfied. That would have been easier. Dissatisfaction gives you a reason to leave. I was functioning well. Performing well. Growing within the system. And yet, somewhere deep inside, I knew: I was capable of building something of my own. The Armed Forces do not just train you. They rebuild you. They remove hesitation. They instil discipline that does not leave you. They teach you to act when others are still thinking. It is, without question one of the most powerful foundations a young man can have. Which is why leaving is not a logical decision. It is a personal one. I was not walking away from failure. I was walking away from certainty. Most people wait for things to go wrong before they change direction. I did not have that excuse. Everything was working. Which made the decision harder-and more real.

There was no defining incident. No breaking point. Just a slow, growing clarity: If I stay, I will remain what I am. If I leave, I might become something more. And that “might” is where most people stop. I did not. I made the decision. Not because I was prepared. But because I was no longer willing to ignore what I already knew. What followed was not bravery. It was exposure. When I stepped out of the Army, I stepped out of structure.

There are certain questions in life that remain with us no matter how far we travel, how much we achieve, or how many years we accumulate behind us. They do not disappear with experience. If anything, they deepen with it. One such question has followed me through much of my life: What truly made me become an entrepreneur?

Was it destiny?

Was it temperament?

Was it necessity?

Or was it simply one of those quiet turns in life that only reveal their meaning in hindsight?

Even today, I cannot answer that question with complete certainty. And perhaps that is precisely the point.

Not every significant journey begins with a grand declaration. Some begin with a restlessness that has no name. A dissatisfaction you cannot fully explain. A quiet refusal to remain confined within the boundaries of what appears safe, sensible, or expected.

Sometimes, the first step is not building a company, it is simply beginning to understand yourself. Understanding what kind of work stirs you or what kind of life calls to you. And the struggle – does it feel enduring. Even if you are not yet building a business, this chapter is still for you.

Because before a person builds an enterprise, he first builds an interior world. And that inner world—its discipline, its thought, its self-command, its courage—determines far more than most people realise.

“Entrepreneurship is neither a science nor an art. It is a practice.” – Peter Drucker

Human nature does not change as much as circumstances do.

It does not matter what you are building, where you come from, how old you are, or how much money you have. Beneath all the external differences, the internal battles remain remarkably familiar: doubt, fear, ambition, hesitation, desire, discipline and some more.

And the quiet longing to become more than you currently are.

What followed was not bravery. It was exposure. When I stepped out of the Army, I stepped out of structure. And into something that had none. No Business Plan. No Capital, No fallback. No one waiting to guide me. Just me, and the consequences of my own decisions. This is where my entrepreneurship journey actually began. Not with ideas or the vision statements, but with accountability – you are on your own. And everything that follows-good or bad-has your signature on it.

In the years that followed, just after leaving the Indian Army, I worked across a few Multinational Companies, handling Administration and some functions in Human Resources. I was learning-but more importantly, I was observing. And that is where the shift happened. I began to see something others were operating within-but not really noticing. A gap. India was opening up, and Global Companies were entering. Manufacturing was scaling which till now was curtailed by the Licence Raj you could produce only as much as the Government allowed you to. But the foundation that supports growth-the everyday systems that keep organisations running-was still weak. It looked unorganised, unstructured and inconsistent.

And yes, there was demand. A gap that was waiting to be filled. There was no ownership of that demand. That is where I saw my opportunity. Not as a grand vision, not as a bold ambition, but as something far simpler-and far more powerful. This is broken. I can fix this. That became my entry point. I did not start with scale. I started with one principle – Customer Service. Not as a slogan, but as a discipline. Show up, deliver consistently and be accountable – and repeat in again and again.

No complex strategy or elaborate positioning. Just the understanding that trust is built slowly-and lost instantly. Most people hesitate at this stage. They wait for clarity. They will wait for the “right time”. They wait to feel ready. I did not feel ready. I moved anyway. That made all the difference. Over time, one truth became impossible to ignore: You are not shaped by your circumstances. You are revealed by them. When things go well, you see your capability. When things go wrong-and they will-you see your limits. And that is your fear, discipline and resilience. And most importantly-your ability to continue.

No one showed me how to build. No one warned me where I would fail. Every lesson came at a cost. Sometimes money, sometimes time, sometimes confidence. But those lessons had one advantage: They stayed. Because they were earned. In time, I realised something that most people misunderstand: Success is not a moment. It is a pattern. Slow, Repetitive, Unremarkable from the outside. Like an Olympian training. No applause, No Audience, No Guarantee, Just Discipline—repeated daily. And then one day the result appears. And the World calls it a success. But what they are seeing is not the moment. They are seeing the accumulation. Entrepreneurship is built the same way. There are no shortcuts. No sudden breakthroughs. No clean upward path. Only the long road. And if there is one thing that determines whether you stay on that road—it is not intelligence. It is not resources. It is not opportunity. It is WILL. The decision to continue when there is no external pressure. The ability to stand steady when there is no certainty. Strength does not come from physical capacity. It comes from an indomitable will. And that—is where everything begins. Not outside. But within.

Over the last thirty years, I have seen one truth reveal itself again and again: Success is never built first in the marketplace. It is built in the mind. Before you build a business, you build a mindset. Before you lead others, you must first learn to lead yourself. Before you shape circumstances, you must stop believing that you are merely their victim.

This chapter is about that shift.

It is about becoming the kind of person who does not merely react to life, but who learns, slowly and deliberately, to shape it. And whatever I share in this book comes not from borrowed theory, but from lived experience.

My journey has not been one of inherited advantage, perfect guidance, or convenient shortcuts. It has been built through observation, trial, error, discomfort, risk, and repeated reinvention. Almost everything I know, I learned the hard way and sometimes the hardest way possible. I did not have anything handed to me on a platter. I owned the learning curve. People often say that a good mentor does not hand you answers, but helps you see your problem from a new perspective. A good mentor lends you a little of his hard-fought wisdom so that you may discover your own solutions.

That is a beautiful truth.

But life, in my case, I chose a different teacher. I did not have anyone in the conventional sense. My guides were my own capability, capacity, and competency. At first glance, that may sound like a lonely way to learn. And perhaps it was. But in another sense, it was also deeply liberating. Because when life does not hand you a guide, it quietly forces you to become your own. And often, that is
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