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      Foreword
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      This book is an attempt to tell a gripping story about young people with impossible dreams. To paraphrase a poet: ‘What do
         they know of entrepreneurship who but enterprise know.’ And yet how rare are the accounts, especially in India, that bring
         alive the stories of the people behind the institutions they create. Rarer still are narratives not focussed on super-achievers
         and not coloured by their sizeable achievements.
      

      
      When I started on this project I thought I would write five short mini-biographies of Indian entrepreneurs. The quality of my interaction with Abhishek, Mekhla, and Abhinav, however,
         entirely changed the tenor of the book. Listening to their stories, told with disarming honesty, was therapeutic for me and
         perhaps for them as well. I was impelled to go deeper into their histories and contemplate the lessons they taught.
      

      
      I realized that an entrepreneur is not the product of a moment of inspiration or a sudden epiphany, but a pearl whose consummation
         begins with its very first breath of life, and is fashioned equally by loss and triumph, deprivation and opportunity, insecurity
         and self-confidence. I understood that the achievements of entrepreneurs belong as much to the supporting crew of family and
         friends who may not see the vision of the promised land but share in the labours of getting there, driven only by love. I
         felt a need to celebrate those who may have shown the same courage and insight as those recognized as successful, but still
         have not achieved their dream for the simple reason that ‘full many a flower is born to blush unseen, and waste its sweetness
         on the desert air’.
      

      
      Through the voice of Moojin Chung, a spiritual seeker turned entrepreneur whom I have known for many years and whose life story is also completely off the beaten track, I decided to intersperse the narrative of the protagonists’
         lives with meditations or sutras on the qualities of an entrepreneur.
      

      
      This book endeavours to bring alive the truth of the entrepreneurial experience, a truth that I believe has echoes for every
         human who has ever longed for an engaged and passionate life.
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      A Conversation Begins
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      I FIRST MET MOOJIN TWENTY-THREE YEARS AGO through a fellow member of the yoga classes I attend. He was wearing a kurta–pyjama, had a flute slung over his shoulder
         and carried all his worldly possessions in a jhola the size of a Reliance Fresh carry-bag.
      

      
      He spent the next five years travelling through the length and breadth of the country, visiting ashrams, tourist destinations,
         hills, rivers and valleys. I used to say that he had stepped on every square inch of India, although that was not strictly
         true.
      

      
      
      He was of South Korean origin and, with his cryptic utterances of wisdom, broken English, bright smile and meaningful silences,
         seemed to have stepped out of the frames of The Karate Kid to play Mr Miyagi to my awestruck Daniel LaRusso. He even had black belts in a bunch of oriental martial arts!
      

      
      And now here we were, more than twenty years on, sitting in the bar of a five-star hotel at eleven on a Saturday night, him
         dressed in a trendy Fabindia kurta and loose trousers, sipping a single malt, while I told him about trying to ignite the
         spirit of entrepreneurship at the business school where I teach. I told him that students in a business school are typically
         not entrepreneurial in their mindset, that they have big loans to pay back and placements to get. How could entrepreneurship
         figure in their scheme of things?
      

      
      Moojin had turned red by now, which he usually does after the first peg. He said, ‘Aaaahh’ – a long, extended, guttural sound
         which meant that he was going to say something beyond his three- or four-word aphorisms (example, ‘No hurry, no worry’).
      

      
      And now he will tell me a story, I thought. Sure enough, ‘Let me tell you a story,’ he said. But the damnedest thing was that
         despite knowing the song-and-dance routine, even knowing the stories sometimes, I still found his tales fascinating. And way beyond fascinating when he spun
         a new yarn.
      

      
      Which is why for the next three hours I was riveted to my seat, sipping my chamomile tea as he told me the story of three
         individuals and the company, Eko, that grew around them.
      

      
      This, shorn of his usual embellishments, is what he said.

   



      
      
      Abhishek


      THE BIRTH OF AN ENTREPRENEUR
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      WHEN ABHISHEK SINHA, THE CEO OF 6D, BOARDED a flight from Hyderabad to Delhi in the early hours of 5 April 2003, his thoughts were not on his scheduled business meeting.
         He had been seeing a girl, Mekhla, for the past several months, and had decided that their relationship needed to get resolved
         one way or another. He was to meet her for lunch.
      

      
      Abhishek’s morning meeting went beyond schedule. He finally managed to pick up Mekhla one-and-a-half hours after the appointed
         time. As he walked up to her plush apartment in Gurgaon, the boom town abutting the national capital, he felt guilty about being so late. Luckily, she
         didn’t make an issue about it.
      

      
      They went to Moti Mahal, one of Delhi’s oldest and most famous tandoori restaurants. Abhishek ordered vegetarian and Mekhla
         followed suit, though she would have loved to have the chicken. The conversation ranged from philosophy to career plans. Abhishek
         sang praises of a book, The Greatest Salesman in the World by Og Mandino.
      

      
      First published in 1968, the book is a parable set in the time just prior to Christianity. It weaves mythology with spirituality
         to communicate the message that to be a good salesperson you must believe in yourself and the work you do. After lunch Abhishek
         and Mekhla looked for the book in the Vasant Vihar shopping complex where Moti Mahal was located. Not finding it there Abhishek
         suggested they go to Connaught Place to buy it. They found the book and then decided to go to a Barista in Gurgaon for a coffee
         before Abhishek dropped Mekhla home.
      

      
      It was a regular afternoon at the cafe. There was a couple engrossed separately in a newspaper and a novel, a man working
         at a laptop and sipping a latte, and a beat-up guitar standing in a corner. Norah Jones was lazily crooning ‘Come Away with Me’ on the stereo. Abhishek, however,
         did not seem to be in his usual frame of mind. He was drumming his fingers on the table, clasping his hands, looking around
         as if he wanted to escape. The clearly visible copy of The Greatest Salesman in the World did not seem to be of much help.
      

      
      So far, the day had been going beautifully for Mekhla. She had been attracted to this tall, good-looking boy from Bihar since
         the first time they met in December 2002. Then, he had spoken about nothing but his startup that made something called mobile
         apps, which she understood nothing about. But his passion and his naïve enthusiasm did not need any translation for Mekhla.
         Now, Abhishek cleared his throat and leaned forward. ‘I want to tell you something… We can’t go ahead with this. I know we
         seem to gel well, but I don’t want to take this forward.’
      

      
      Mekhla was immediately understanding. ‘Okay, but why? Are you in a relationship with someone else? Because, if you are, I’ll
         back off.’
      

      
      ‘No, no, I’m not. It’s just that things are a bit complicated. You see, I mean, I don’t know, but it’s just that I am a…diabetic.’
         Abhishek finally blurted out his medical condition with the gravity of a person declaring to a prospective bride that he was only interested in men.
      

      
      Mekhla’s immediate reaction was that of relief. She had some people in her family who had diabetes and she understood the
         reality of the condition. She was not prepared to listen to Abhishek’s repeated protestations: ‘You don’t understand,’ he
         said. ‘I don’t even know if we will be able to have a family together. You should look it up on the internet. Then you will
         realize what I am saying.’
      

      
      They parted with the tension unresolved. Mekhla was deeply sad that a day that had gone so well had ended in such an unfortunate,
         almost bathetic way. At home, she looked up ‘diabetes’ on the internet. Not because she needed to, but because he needed her to. At 2 a.m. that night she messaged him saying that she had looked up everything and if he still wanted to go
         ahead, her answer would be a ‘yes’. Abhishek messaged back immediately, asking if he could call. Five minutes later he proposed
         to her, and she, overwhelmed with how things were suddenly working out after the bitter disappointment of the afternoon, accepted
         happily. The CEO and chief sales guy of 6d had made a successful pitch after all.
      

      
      
      Why would a young man, twenty-five years old and bold enough to leave a job at Satyam, one of India’s top three IT companies,
         to start a company of his own, be unsure about his acceptance by a girl on account of being diabetic? Why would an executive
         who thought enough about salesmanship to regard The World’s Greatest Salesman as one of the most profound books ever written, be so hesitant when it came to matters closest to his heart? Why would he
         be willing to give it all away rather than look at the medical condition dispassionately and evaluate the prospect of it affecting
         his marriage realistically? The answers to these questions are not easy to find, but in them lies one of the keys to Abhishek
         Sinha’s personality.
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      On a winter’s day in 1995, the phone in the one-and-a-half bedroom flat of Shri Madan Mohan Prasad Sinha, Abhishek’s grandfather,
         was ringing off the hook. Usually eight to ten people were crammed into the narrow confines of the apartment but on this day
         there was no one except an aunt who was visiting from abroad. When the ringing refused to stop, she decided to pick up the
         phone. An excited voice spoke from the other end: ‘Madam, calling from DPS R.K. Puram, is this Abhishek Sinha’s residence?’ And then the bombshell: ‘Madam,
         this Abhishek has failed in physics, chemistry and mathematics in the pre-boards. The school wanted to inform you directly.’
         That was it. No attempt to find out who the message was being communicated to, no sympathy, no solutions; only a strange glee
         at being the messenger of news that would make everyone sit up and take notice.
      

      
      When the family returned from the market and was given the message, Abhishek’s world seemed to be crashing around him. Not
         because he had got marks he had not expected (that had happened umpteen times before), but because the news had been revealed
         to his aunt, and would therefore, despite the best intentions of all concerned, definitely reach every member of the family
         spread all over god’s good earth. His parents maintained a brave face and told him not to worry, but Abhishek put aside his
         food that night.
      

      
      Books had been a source of great difficulty and constant frustration for Abhishek. All the more because his father had been
         a model student, and because his brood of cousins were all high achievers, sure to use their facility in academics to get
         some plum government job or other. When he had a good teacher, a teacher who was able to bring a subject to life, he had enjoyed the process of
         learning. But mostly it had been an uphill struggle, a struggle that he gradually realized he could not win. In an environment
         where status in the family, standing with friends, and prospects in life, all seemed to be determined by performance in studies,
         Abhishek became extremely introverted and withdrawn.
      

      
      The last day of school is etched in Abhishek’s memory. ‘All my friends were high on a heady cocktail of exhilaration about
         the future and nostalgia for the past. But the celebrations left me cold. Although I joined some classmates for a hot chocolate
         fudge at Nirula’s, the overriding emotion was one of relief that the ordeal had finally ended.’
      

      
      Abhishek’s father’s position in the Indian Administrative Service (IAS), the elite corps of the national bureaucracy, enabled
         him to get much coveted admissions into the right schools and colleges. But could a boy whose abiding memory of childhood
         was the moment he had been able to drive a cycle without the help of supports find any consolation in that?
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      The one thing he got on his own – the job at Tata Steel after graduating in electronics and communications from the Birla
         Institute of Technology (BIT), Mesra – he did not want. Tata Steel was at one time the marquee brand in the Indian corporate
         sector. But, as far as Abhishek was concerned, Jamshedpur was the back of beyond, and although he had heard that Tata Steel
         recruits were groomed like princes, right down to being taught the five most elegant ways of holding a fork, he was not interested.
         Especially not when it was Y2K, the beginning of the millennium, the year the dot-com boom hit India.
      

      
      That was the year airports were crammed with laptop-wielding entrepreneurs; everyone and their aunt was registering a dot-com
         domain name; and eyeballs had overtaken revenue, market share, brand and that really outdated concept, profitability, as the
         métier of megabucks. That was the year when all you needed to do was add an ‘i’ or an ‘e’ behind, before or in between anything
         to be assured of instant success. IPOs were always about to happen, the stock market was going crazy, and the only people
         who seemed to have lost it were those who hadn’t.
      

      
      Abhishek Sinha had most definitely lost it that year. His father had his government-provided free internet connection (an hour in a cyber cafe cost Rs 80), and Abhishek made full
         use of it to prowl on the internet for eight to ten hours a day. He had never been interested in anything as much before,
         not even the biology classes, where the pretty young teacher would take them outside to examine the flowers and fruits firsthand.
         His mother had bought a Colliers encyclopedia for the kids for Rs 16,000, for which she used to pay a monthly instalment of
         Rs 1200. But now, as the ad said, the entire world (not just a miserable print encyclopedia) was only a free click away.
      

      
      Pornography was certainly a preoccupation, but only marginally so. The real stuff was all the information about new technologies,
         start-ups, portals, venture capitalists and the pioneers of the new age who seemed to be transforming the world overnight.
         Life was suddenly full of possibilities. No more heaviness about being left behind in the race
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