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Introduction

[image: The khukuri symbol]
From a very young age, I was determined to be a Gurkha. I was not the strongest boy in the village or the most intelligent, and although I have been mentioned in dispatches, my rise through the ranks of the British Army has been the result of hard work, persistence and time served. I am a typical hill boy from one of the most remote villages on the planet, and I hold no degree or similar qualifications in leadership or business. There is nothing extraordinary about me.

But I have learned many valuable lessons as a soldier and an officer, in times of peace and on the battlefield. As I reflect on how I have grown as a soldier and a human being, I can see a strong parallel between the simplicity of sharpening my khukuri – a knife that all Gurkha soldiers must carry – and developing and maintaining the right habits to ensure I am best prepared and effective in all walks of life. The khukuri is not only an important tool for the Gurkha soldier, but it is also a symbol of his identity. In this book I want to share with you the ways in which the khukuri, and how we Gurkha soldiers use it, serves as a metaphor for all the things that will propel you towards success.

I believe that one of the simplest principles of success is this: although things happen that you cannot control, if you adopt the right mindset and act accordingly, you will achieve more. How you live your life comes down to your mindset and behaviour, which in turn affects your happiness, relationships, performance and what you can accomplish. If you get these two things right, you will get more done in life and achieve higher standards. Your activities will be more focused, and you will perform better. In short, you can capitalise on your natural strengths and overcome your disadvantages.

The Gurkha Mindset covers ten main ways to succeed in life, and I thought it would be fun and memorable to equate these to the khukuri, since this ancient tool plays such a central role in Nepalese culture. You are about to discover the transformative power of managing emotions, attitude, teamwork, leadership, building the right culture and self-care. These lessons will stand you in good stead in the home, the workplace and out and about socially. Whether you just want a happier and more fulfilling life or have ambitions to reach the top of a commercial empire, there is something for everyone to take away.

When I decided to write about my experiences as a Gurkha, I had no idea that my first book, Gurkha, would go on to be one of the top ten Sunday Times bestsellers. It was a historic moment because it was the first time a Gurkha had written such a book. The Gurkha Mindset is my third book! No one could have predicted any of this when I was a boy. Unlike my other books, which tell my story and provide others with a glimpse of what it is like to be a soldier, The Gurkha Mindset is intended to serve as a guide for life. I hope that people will still be reading it long after I have gone, because the lessons I am sharing are enduring. The principles of being effective in life and business don’t change even if the playing field does.




CHAPTER ONE

Sharpen Your Khukuri
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‘Go on, Kailash bhai. You’re winning,’ my friends shouted as I sparred with a fully grown man. I was still only a young boy, but I loved fighting, and I excelled at lathi khela, a stick-fighting art that the people in my village practise. As big as he was, the man’s reflexes were not as quick as mine, and I knew how to use my smaller size to my advantage, repeatedly striking home with my lathi while keeping out of the way of his attacks. He was becoming increasingly frustrated as I outmanoeuvred him.

One of the man’s friends, whom I had already beaten earlier, tried to grab hold of me as the sparring continued, so I struck him hard on the knuckle of his right thumb. If it didn’t break the bone, I’m sure it still caused him a lot of pain. Two more of my opponent’s adult friends started attacking me at once. They were embarrassed about losing to a boy, I guess, and they probably thought I was being disrespectful by winning. What did they expect me to do? Take a beating? Allow them to strike me with sticks while giving nothing in return? The way it was going, with four of them to contend with simultaneously, two of them armed with sticks, things were not looking good. Wherever I looked to move, there was a body waiting for me, and blows were raining in from all directions – kicks, punches, knees, feet, fists, elbows and lathi strikes. I saw a gap and an opportunity to rush past one of the men, and I seized it. Staring at me from the ground, where I had placed it, was my khukuri, beckoning me to pick it up. There was only one thing for it.

‘Back off. Back off now!’ I yelled, with my khukuri drawn and ready. ‘No one forced you to fight a boy.’

Deadly silence followed. Although there was no way I was going to show it, I was terrified. In the villages of Nepal, we are taught that the khukuri should only ever be drawn as an extreme measure. There’s a saying that once the khukuri is drawn, it must be given blood. Removing a khukuri blade from its scabbard is not something to be done lightly, but I felt cornered and in danger. Picking up the knife was instinctive. The situation was already out of hand, but it could escalate even further. Any one of them could have reached for their khukuri, and then what? A full-on knife fight? Or they could lose interest and back down. Or someone else could intervene and cool things down.

There was a brief stand-off, which felt as though it lasted a minute but was probably only a couple of seconds. The man I was supposed to be fighting looked at his mates, and as they looked back at him, his facial expression suddenly transformed from a fixed look of anger to more of a sneer. He appeared to have come to his senses.

‘Will you look at this sāno kukur!? Who taught you to fight like that, kid?’ the man asked as he nursed his bruises with an exaggerated grimace to draw attention to his pain. He appeared to be laughing off the caning he had suffered.

The term sāno kukur means ‘small dog’ and can be used playfully to insult or as a term of endearment, depending on the situation and the tone. In my case, I think he meant a bit of both: to acknowledge my skills playfully and to insult because he still thought I had been cheeky to show him up in front of his friends.

The men were all standing at ease, and I felt relieved that the attack was over, but I wasn’t convinced they weren’t just trying to lull me into letting my guard down. ‘You can put that thing away now,’ one of them said, looking at the blade of my khukuri. The four men burst out laughing. As they walked off, I heard one of them say, ‘Timī e’uṭā sāno keṭā bāṭ parājit bhayayo,’ or, ‘You were defeated by a little boy!’ They disappeared into the distance, teasing each other about the injuries they had sustained and replaying highlights from the fighting.

The khukuri: A warrior’s birthright

In Khebang, the remote village where I was born and raised in the foothills of Mount Kanchenjunga, almost every male carries a khukuri from a very young age. Women and girls use these multipurpose tools as well, but boys and men are expected to have one. I acquired my first from the local kami, or blacksmith, when I was no more than five years old, and I have always owned at least one ever since. I helped him to make my knife by collecting the coal and wood he needed for the fire, and I also built a wooden shariror (scabbard) for it.

Blacksmiths were considered a lower caste. Even then, this made me feel unhappy, as I have always believed everyone is equal. I addressed the kami as ‘Uncle’, which is a sign of respect and endearment in our culture. My family name, Limbu, indicates that I belong to the warrior caste. We live in the highlands and, traditionally, Gurkhas have always been selected from our tribe.

No one knows when the first khukuri was made, but depictions of similar-looking blades in ancient inscriptions and artworks suggest that earlier versions were around more than two thousand years ago. The khukuri is much more than a weapon to the people of Nepal. A symbol of honour, courage and heritage, it is synonymous with the Gurkhas and is an integral part of our culture.

Despite the region’s natural beauty, living there is challenging, and the khukuri is an essential tool for survival. Khukuri are used for many purposes, from chopping or carving wood to clearing brush, and even for killing and butchering animals, so they come in various sizes. Generally, the length of the blade, which is razor-sharp and curves inwards to form a concave edge, can be anything from 10 to 15 inches (25 to 38 centimetres). Some khukuri, especially those used for ceremonial purposes or as decorative items, might be significantly longer (up to 24 inches/60 centimetres). The size and weight of the khukuri make it just as effective for chopping wood as it is for cutting and carving. For khukuri made for ceremonial purposes, more emphasis is placed on how they look, and these ornate swords often feature intricate engravings, inlays or other decorative elements to highlight their significance.

Primarily, we carry them for self-defence, but would-be thieves are not the only threat to be concerned about. Tigers, bears and other wild animals roam in our shrublands just as freely as foxes in the United Kingdom or deer in America, and they are equally elusive. The only thing worse than seeing a tiger when you’re alone in the forest is not seeing a tiger that is crouched and stalking you – but I say this playfully. They are stealthy hunters. Attacks on humans are admittedly rare – I have never heard of anyone from my village being mauled by a tiger – but if life has taught me anything, it is always to be prepared!

The khukuri in everyday life

I don’t remember anyone ever taking me to one side and saying, ‘Son, this is how you use a khukuri,’ but just as a child in London or New York would see how their parents make a cup of coffee in the morning or use the remote control to turn on the television, I grew up seeing the khukuri everywhere. We didn’t have most of the modern equipment that people take for granted in the West, not even washing machines. We used to clean our clothes in running water or from a pipeline where a tap was available.

As my parents’ only son and the eldest child, with a sister eleven years my junior, I had a lot of responsibility on my shoulders. I had to be strong, resourceful and mature, and I had many tasks from chopping and collecting firewood to taking oxen to plough the fields of the family farm. Although people often reported bear sightings, I never encountered one, but I saw many tigers when I was young. Believe it or not, I never felt scared because my khukuri made me feel as fearless and strong as ten men. On one occasion, I even threw a rock at a tiger, and it ran away!

Sometimes my mother was sick, and I would have to go out in the middle of the night to fetch the local dhami (also known as the bijuwa), a kind of Nepalese shaman who acts as a priest and a healer. Walking in the woods at night was particularly terrifying, and not just because of the threat of being attacked. Some areas of the brush were used as burial grounds, but even without the graveyards, the shadows cast by the flickering flames of my bamboo torch, the shapes of the trees against the moonlit sky and the howling of the jackals were enough to set off the imagination. There were also plenty of ghost stories to feed our fear. We believe that when a person gets sick, it can be because a ghost has taken their sattho, or soul, and only a dhami or bijuwa can reclaim or retrieve it.

Learning to kill

My family follows the Kirat religion, a faith that is specific to our region, but other religions such as Hinduism, Islam and, to a lesser extent, Buddhism are practised. Despite the differences in faith, we all get along in harmony and celebrate each other’s festivals.

When I was a boy, the Hindus were celebrating their Dashain festival, and an animal had to be slaughtered as a sacrifice to pay homage to the goddess Durga. It is considered a great honour to be invited to kill the animal, and as the young man of my household, I put myself forward to carry out the tradition. I wanted to prove that I was a warrior and a fighter. On this very special occasion, a goat was to be sacrificed by decapitation. The dhami smeared tika (a mixture that often contains yoghurt, rice and red powder known as sindoor) on my forehead to sanctify the ritual, offer me protection and give me the strength to carry out my duty. As the appointed maar katne manche (slaughterer), I had a grave responsibility to end the sacrificial animal’s life as painlessly as possible. The goat was placed on a log and its legs were held by a couple of men. A rope was tied around the horns of the goat’s head and pulled to hold it in the best position for the ritual.

Once the goat was secured, the dhami said prayers and performed the purification ritual. Water was poured from the diyo class (a ceremonial vessel) over the animal’s head and body to purify it in preparation for its final journey. The goat wriggled a little as the water made contact, but that’s seen as a good thing in our culture; it’s a sign that any impurities are leaving its body.

As I raised my khukuri high above my right shoulder, the goat’s chest was heaving rapidly as it took fast nervous breaths, and small clouds of vapour escaped from its nostrils into the cool morning air. It was one of those moments that I will never forget, one where time almost stood still. I knew what had to be done, and I had volunteered for the job. I focused my attention on the goat’s neck, let go of thought and allowed stillness to wash over me. It was time. In one swift movement, I brought the blade down with as much control and power as I could. It was a clean cut. As the blood flowed, the goat’s breathing slowed down and its sattho left its body, I said a small prayer of my own and reminded myself that I had given it as peaceful a death as possible.

The elders of the village congratulated me on a job well done. They gave me money and said, ‘Kailash, you are a warrior now.’

I felt honoured to have passed through such an important rite of passage. My heart was filled with a sense of pride and accomplishment. Killing that goat was an important life lesson for me. Taking a life is never easy, but sometimes it has to be done. I felt sorry for the animal, but the village had to eat! Despite all of the death I have encountered as a soldier, I could not bring myself to kill an animal today. I love them too much.

The importance of maintaining the khukuri

The khukuri plays a key role in our culture because it is an essential and versatile tool for the Nepalese people. It follows that we must look after our khukuri to keep it in good working order. That means cleaning it to prevent rust and ensuring its blade remains sharp enough to do the jobs it is required for.

If the khukuri is left in its scabbard for too long, especially if it has not been properly cleaned, it will go rusty and could become misshapen. Rust on a blade will make it brittle, weakening its structure, dulling its blade and damaging the tang (an extension of the blade, which is secured within the handle) where the blade meets the handle. Preparing food with a rusty blade also presents a health risk. If the blade becomes misshapen, it becomes increasingly difficult to draw it from its scabbard, which could be disastrous in the event of being attacked. I once allowed my blade to get blunt while I was training in the jungle of Brunei. It made many tasks much more difficult.

Preventing rust and ensuring the khukuri blade is sharp is not complicated, but it requires due diligence. You have to wipe it down, clean it and ensure it is completely dry after every use, particularly if it has come into contact with moisture or acidic substances. Even something as seemingly insignificant as touching the blade with bare fingers can lead to rust because sweat can transfer on to the surface. Once the blade is cleaned, a light coat of oil can be applied to protect it from moisture. If the khukuri does become rusty, there are various methods for removing it, so there isn’t any excuse for a rusty blade.

Within the scabbard of a khukuri, other much smaller knives are housed, and these are used for sharpening the main blade simply by gently rubbing the edges of the blades together. All it takes is patience and time. So, again, there is no reason why a khukuri can’t be kept sharp.

I almost called the book ‘Sharpen Your Khukuri’ because that’s what we are aiming to do. How do we ensure we are as sharp and well maintained as our khukuri? What criteria do we need to measure? How can we be more effective without being extraordinary? I have broken the task down into two main parts – mindset and behaviour. How we think will affect what we can do and how we do it, so mindset is as important if not more so than action. When you fix the mindset, effective action will surely follow. The actions we take, driven by mindset, will lead to the best outcomes. Again, I have identified two key elements when considering outcomes – productivity and performance. Effective people waste less time, work more efficiently, get more done and move in the right direction. Improved performance means that the quality of their output is also better, so we are boosting quantity and quality.

In the following pages, I will share many lessons along with the stories of how I learned them. I explain how these lessons relate to things such as attitude, dealing with people, culture, responsibility, planning, ethics, problem-solving and mental health. The Gurkha Mindset is designed to be read from cover to cover, providing the lessons in an easy-to-follow, foolproof format, so anyone can learn and apply them; but once you have read it, keep it handy. It is written in such a way that you can dip into any chapter for insight and guidance.

Everything you achieve stems from mindset. If I want to make sure my khukuri is rust-free, clean and sharp, I have to commit to the process of maintenance and due diligence. It is a decision. I don’t need the courage of a lion or the brains of Einstein. All I need is the right attitude.

The journey starts now.




CHAPTER TWO

Handle Your Khukuri with Purpose: Mindset and Behaviour
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Pokhara, Nepal, 1999

My heart was pounding with such ferocity that I thought my chest was going to explode, and there was a metallic taste in the back of my throat. With every step, the agony deepened – aching calves, burning quads and a crushing sensation in my lower back. If Hell is a place, I was in it.

As I struggled to place one foot in front of the other, barely managing to take in enough air with each gasp, I sensed other bodies overtaking me on either side. Is this it? Is this where my Gurkha dreams end? I asked myself, as my body begged me to quit. The stairs I was scaling were breaking me, and I couldn’t find the strength to get past this obstacle, let alone face the other 2 miles to reach the summit of the hill. I was seconds away from succumbing to the urge to give up when I started to hear voices echoing in my mind. I recognised them as the people who believed in me and had given me so much love and support to encourage me to join the British Army’s elite Brigade of Gurkhas. Becoming a Gurkha was all I had wanted since childhood, and my dream meant at least as much to my parents as it did to me. It was my destiny. I had to succeed.

You’re not going to let them down, Kailash! You’re finishing this race even if you have to crawl! I told myself defiantly. One of the elders’ voices replayed in my mind, You are a man now, Kailash, as I thought of all the milestones that had led me to this gruelling final stage in the Gurkha selection process, ‘the Doko Race’.

The doko is a type of basket my people use for carrying materials on our backs. It is tied to the sides of the body in a similar way to a rucksack, and another piece of strong fabric is used to fasten the top of the basket to the skull, wrapped around the forehead like a headband. This helps to keep the doko secure while you walk through the jungle.

Potential Gurkhas are expected to run 5.9 kilometres across rough terrain up the side of a steep hill. They must do this within forty-six minutes while carrying a doko loaded with 35 kg of sand. If you are a fitness fanatic or a marathon runner, you will appreciate the toughness of a steep hill run, even without the added burden of 35 kg on your back! That’s how much our dokos weighed.

Out of the 15,000 candidates who had applied for selection, only 230 could qualify, so the odds of success were around 65 to one, less than 1 per cent, and I had prayed to God that I would make it through. Remembering how far I had come to reach this hill, why I had come this far and what it meant not only to me but to my family made me think differently about the challenge in front of me. My body was exhausted, but my spirit, perhaps helped silently and invisibly by my warrior ancestors, was restored.

Mind power

The human body is capable of far more than we think. It protects itself by fooling us into thinking we can push no harder, go no further, lift no more. That’s why the mind must be stronger than the body. Where the mind goes, the body will follow.

With my mind back in the game, and my determination set for victory – I wanted to win – the other candidates passing me were no longer a source of demoralisation. Quite the opposite. If they could do it, I could do it, and if they could move that quickly, I could move faster. Whether or not I came first was not the point. What counted was that by believing I could achieve more, I could perform at my best. A small shift in perspective, from only recognising how much pain I was in and wanting it to stop to reminding myself that the pain was temporary and simply a stepping stone to achieving my dreams helped me to harness the power of mindset and keep moving forward. I nailed those stairs and continued with renewed hope and enthusiasm.

The Doko Race began with a short run of around 200 metres across dried paddy fields before competitors reached the foot of the hill. The ground was bumpy and treacherous, so you had to focus on every step, but most of us were trying to run as fast as we could at that point with no consideration for the road ahead. We set off as a group, but once we reached the incline and reality started to bite, the strongest, fittest and best conditioned began to break away from the pack, and the weakest fell behind.

I must confess that I hadn’t trained for the Doko Race. Others were going out on practice runs, carrying weight and tackling hills, but I knew in my heart that I didn’t need to. That might sound arrogant, but my work on the family farm provided me with the perfect preparation for the race. From a very young age, I was used to walking for periods of up to ninety minutes with heavy loads in a doko. Although I didn’t usually have to run, I moved at pace depending on the other tasks I had in my daily schedule. I had grown up carrying up to 40 kg of rice from the paddy fields, multipurpose sandbags and even heavier dokos filled with firewood. Carrying weight in the hills and mountains of Nepal was second nature to me.

Despite my confidence and prior conditioning, the Doko Race stretched my limits, and the stairs weren’t the only part of the course that almost broke me. The hill’s incline ranged from around 20 to more than 45 degrees, so the challenge was tortuous and unforgiving. Three choices: steep, steeper and almost impossible. Near the summit, we had to do a lap around the hill before our final ‘sprint’ to the finishing line at the top. Those who made it that far were running on nothing more than stubborn willpower.

In the back of my mind, I had expected the course to feel a little easier for the final lap – At least, I won’t be running uphill, I thought – but it was deadly. I was hanging on by a thread, almost exhausted, but I didn’t allow myself to be distracted by the physical discomfort or negative thoughts. My mind was set on finishing the race, honouring my family and my ancestors, and bringing me closer to a career with the Gurkhas. My legs had no choice but to comply.

At one point, we had to pass through a naturally formed bottleneck, and there was some pushing and shoving. ‘Oi, you. Get out of the way. Let us pass,’ gasped some of the men behind me. ‘Come on, Kailash Solti (mate), we want to get past.’ Who were they trying to kid? I knew they were just as exhausted as I was, but I was focused on my progress, not theirs, and I wasn’t going to lose momentum only to end up stuck behind them. I kept my eyes fixed on where I was going and my mind focused on finishing as swiftly as possible. I had no intention of stepping aside for anyone. There were people in front of me, and I accepted it. That’s life! You do the best you can with what you have. Complaining gets you nowhere.

The fastest time recorded for completing the Doko Race is nineteen minutes, and I don’t think I came near it, but out of around forty men, I finished in the top fifteen. First would have been better, but I’d done enough to qualify. How did we celebrate reaching the summit? They marched us back down again!

Broken on the Brecon Beacons

A few years into my career with the Gurkhas, when I was a corporal, I put myself forward for selection into the SAS. A friend of mine applied at the same time. He was also my numbari when I joined the Gurkhas, which means we joined the Brigade of Gurkhas together, from the same group of recruits, so we had a strong bond.

As part of the process, we were sent to the Black Mountains in the Brecon Beacons and Elan Valley in Mid Wales. This is known as the ‘hills stage’ – three weeks of long, timed hikes over rough terrain with heavy backpacks (up to 25 kg) and carrying SA80 rifles, another 5 kilos. It is a test of navigation skill as much as physical endurance and resilience because success depends on the ability to navigate routes accurately in treacherous weather conditions, often at night. It finishes with a 40-mile march that can break even the fittest soldiers on earth. My friend and I both trained hard to prepare for selection, but I worked harder than
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Explosive consequences:The importance of attention to detail
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