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Foreword by Milkha Singh*

In Quest of the Last Victory is a motivational story that everyone 
should read. It is the real-life story of a young boy who faces set-
backs, difficulties and losses in his life; yet he is not disheartened 
and overcomes all obstacles to achieve success. I am very glad that 
Pearson has decided to publish this book as it will serve as a good 
motivation to all students—in fact to everyone. The story has been 
told in a very interesting and captivating way. The book captivates 
the reader and holds the reader’s interest all the way till the end. 
The author takes us through his life-threatening experiences and 
shares how he overcame them. He takes us through the tales of his 
repeated failures and untiring, consistent efforts in his quest for 
success in sports and education, with interesting quotes along the 
way that summarize the lessons Gulia learnt through his strug-
gle. The story emphasizes the importance of being a sportsman, 
not only in the field of sport but also in life. The lessons that one 
learns in sports holds one in good stead in every battle of life. I am 
a sportsman and I understand this very well. I am very glad that 
Gulia has covered this aspect in his book. I am so glad to have 
met the author personally and I am happy that his story is being 
published in a book form. I strongly recommend In Quest of the Last 

Victory to everyone. My best wishes and blessings are with Navin 
Gulia for the success of this book and for all his future endeavours. 
With his kind of determination, I am sure he will succeed.

*Milkha Singh, the first Indian Athlete to reach the Olympic finals, is also 
independent India’s first Gold Medalist at the Commonwealth Games.





Preface

People usually ask me about the title of my book In Quest of the Last 

Victory. Why ‘The Last’ victory? Did you achieve the victory? Or is 
the quest still going on?

My reply to such queries is—‘See, we are not here forever. So, there 
has to be a ‘last’ victory too. But my book is not about achieving some 
pre-set targets or crossing some finishing lines. On the contrary, it 
is about learning to be free of this obsession of achieving targets and 
still making the most of your life by leading it in a meaningful, pur-
poseful and contended way.’

The last victory is the story of the most important victory that we need 
to achieve. It is the story of victory over our own self, victory over our own 
limitations, both of the physical kind and the mental kind. It is a story 
of taking motivation from your own failures, in your pursuit for that ever 
elusive success. It is the story of a lifetime. It is an ongoing quest.

If you have not achieved victory over self, all your other 

victories will fade into insignificance.

This is not the story of a born achiever. It is the story of an average 
child, a slow learner, who through repeated trials and tribulations 
converts his weaknesses into his strengths. He converted his repeated 
failures into a determination to succeed. It brings him to the most 
important lesson of his life, which he would need to discover and 
rediscover, time and again.

Our body and our mind have infinite ability stored in them. 

Our ability never restricts us, our thoughts do. If we think 

we can, we can. If we think we cannot, we cannot.



Pondering over the right way to present this story, my prime objec-
tive was to be able to write a book that would make a person feel happy 
about having read it. It took me eight years to get it right. After   
rejecting partly written manuscripts several times and innumerable 
revisions thereafter, I finally felt I had what I was looking for in terms 
of a manuscript.

I distributed copies of the manuscript to a set of twenty-five peo-
ple, including journalists, writers, critics, teachers, students, parents, 
children, voracious readers and non-readers. The response was over-
whelming. People would call me up in the middle of the book several 
times and excitedly tell me where they had reached. They would tell 
me where they cried and where they laughed. It was only after I got 
this overwhelming response that I started contacting publishers.

In a busy world, with so many aspiring authors, it was very dif-
ficult to get across the front desk of publishing houses. It was only 
after making numerous rounds of many publishing houses that I was 
able to get through to Pearson, and I am so grateful that after going 
through the story, they offered to publish the book.

From the first time that the book came out in 2012, the response 
has been overwhelmingly encouraging, more than any author could 
possibly expect. Yes, in terms of numbers, it might not have reached 
the most popular selling books yet, but the response has been grow-
ing by the day and among the thousands and thousands of letters, 
emails and calls that I have been receiving from the readers, a majority 
have told me that this was the best book they have ever read. It is the 
best compliment that I have received. 

People have told me that my book changed the way they looked 
at life, that they laughed and cried while reading my book, that they 
gifted it to their friends and a few even told me that they missed their 
bus stop or railway station while travelling as they were engrossed in 
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Preface xiii

reading my book. Many readers have sent heartening reviews for my 
book from countries across the world—America, Canada, England, 
Australia, Pakistan, Mauritius and New Zealand. I am only so hum-
bled to receive all these wonderful responses and I am glad that I was 
able to write a book that the readers loved.

The credit for the success of my story goes to my entire family, 
my friends, to the people who supported me and to the people who 
opposed me. This list includes the people who opposed me because 
we learn equally from them, if not more and like I always say ‘You 
succeed not as much because of the people who support you, but be-
cause of the people who oppose you.’

In this new edition of my book I have included my experiences of 
romance my love story. This I have done in response to my readers’ 
queries regarding the ‘girl in my life’, about whom I had mentioned 
at one point in my previous book without giving any further details. I 
have also added some more bits about my social work, the work we do 
for the underprivileged children, and about my journey on this path. 

A lot of readers who followed me on social networking sites had 
requested me to include my regular quotes about the philosophy 
of my life in my book. Though my story is interspersed with such 
quotes, I have added some at the end of my book in this edition.

I wish my readers happy reading. 

Navin Gulia





1
Early Years

It is the 16th of July 1973. The place is an army hospital in the 
military barracks of Delhi, the capital city of India, till then still 

known around the world more as the great colony Britain once had. 
The day is breaking over the freshly white-washed, pale yellow-co-
loured structures with loose reddish-brown tiled roofs, half covered 
and camouflaged by huge trees. 

The smell of smoke from the chimneys of coal stoves in soldiers’ 
cookhouses (kitchens) rises and permeates gently through the fresh-
ness of the morning air. The chirping of birds which began by domi-
nating the day break, after seeming to fight with it for a while, grad-
ually succumbs to mingle with the noise and the light of the day. A 
loud siren goes off somewhere in the distance, indicating the begin-
ning of working hours. 

A cloud of dust rises as the sweeper, dressed in khaki-coloured 
overalls, uses a big handled bamboo broom in a rhythmic, contin-
uous, rowing kind of motion to sweep the mud and dry leaves off 
the road. A few soldiers, wearing khaki shorts and white vests, are 
jogging and a few are walking around, engaged in some routine daily 
maintenance work here and there. 
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It is a routine day at the army hospital in the Delhi Cantonment. 
The female nurse in a neat and tidy white uniform stops before crossing 
the road, to let the noisy, olive green, semi-truck type army ambulance 
of World War II vintage, with big red crosses painted on all sides 
and the bonnet, pass by. The nurse gives a blank absent-minded look 
at the approaching vehicle, waiting for it to pass, which makes the 
soldier driver smile. 

The approaching ambulance and its noise pass by and after slow-
ing down around the corner for a few brief moments, it speeds up to 
fade into the distance. Register in hand, head slightly bowed, eyes 
focused on the path right in front of her, the nurse walks with quick 
steps towards the maternity ward of the hospital to take charge of her 
day duty. 

I am to be born this day. I have been floating in my silent watery 
world for a little over nine months now. With my eyes glued shut, 
body crumpled and folded forward into myself, I am just getting 
induced with the energy and motion of life. As of now, an occasional 
flicker of movement, now and then, is the only significant indication 
of my ‘alive’ existence. Cell by cell, nerve by nerve, moment by mo-
ment, I have been gradually and continuously taking form, a physical 
manifestation of the very concept of my own existence.

If a miracle means the happening of a near impossible event, 

then maybe life is the biggest miracle that ever happened.

My coming into existence does not have a time-stopping significance. 
It is just another moment in this infinity of space and time, in this 
ever evolving universe. Finally the clock on the wall shows 11.55 
a.m. with a certain degree of expected accuracy in it and I am born 
into this world. My brain, which was till now shut up in a world of 
absolutely dark and motionless silence, suddenly has itself thrown 
open to an almost chaotic world of sound, smell, sense, sight and 
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motion and my sticky eyes barely opening, that too in flickers, is try-
ing to adjust to the blindingly extreme brightness of daylight, with 
a near-vicious hurry. 

Before my brain can even begin trying to decipher anything and 
everything, the nurse quickly hangs the dirty me by my feet and 
pats my back to make me let out my first cry. I, to be later called and 
identified as ‘Navin Gulia’, am here, ready to face all the probabili-
ties, possibilities, certainties and uncertainties that life has to offer. 
Would I be able to stand the test of time in this ruthless, chaotic 
and ever-changing world? Would I have the final say or would the 
circumstances prevail?

As a small delicate baby I was wrapped up very comfortably in a 
white sheet and tucked properly in bed with only my face visible. 
Most of the time was spent cuddling up to sleep in deep, thought-
less, heavenly, peaceful sleep with partly open lips, broken at rare 
times when the restlessness of hunger or an uncomfortable position 
would make me cry; and with eyes barely and rarely opening, smiling 
spontaneously at some sounds and touches. My body and mind were 
developing fast and coming to terms with being alive. 

When awake, I lay there on the bed, slowly and carefully learning 
and discovering how to clasp and unclasp my fingers looking at them 
and kicking my legs in a jerky way, making shrieking sounds that 
I could make. My eyes would try to focus on images which seemed 
to move in front of me and my brain would work continuously on 
discovering how to make sense of it all. Each muscle of my body and 
every cell of my brain was gradually discovering its abilities and the 
role it was supposed to play in my very being.

By the time I had reached the age of one and a half, the heavy and 
lethargic me had been forced to get on my feet and made to learn how 
to walk, although with fumbling and unsteady steps. I have been told 
that I was a heavy and lazy baby and that I learnt to walk very late. 
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As a toddler, I am told and from what I can remember, I was lethar-
gic and slow, never in a hurry or eagerness to learn. Maybe the peace 
that comes from not knowing things that were behind me was not 
allowing me to go ahead into the chaos of knowing things which were 
ahead of me, or maybe I was just a lazy child, or maybe, both. I remem-
ber myself as a toddler, sitting in the sand and drawing random shapes 
with my fingers, playing with some pebbles, moving them around in 
sand. The way the grains of sand fell to the sides when I moved the 
pebble or my fingers through it was somehow very interesting to do 
and watch. Drawing shapes in sand is very similar to life. We emerge 
as shapes in the sands of time only to fade away into the same.

I remember playing and running with other children, usually be-
ing the follower of the group, being the smaller and the weaker one. 
I was hardly able to understand anything. Very often I found myself 
at the receiving end of jokes and pranks by other kids. This initial 
phase in my life saw a part of me develop a kind of inferiority com-
plex, seeing myself weaker, shorter and less intelligent as compared 
to other kids. Though it might have partly been because of the fact 
that I was usually the youngest in the group, and at that age I was not 
in a position to understand.

I remember I used to see the older kids wearing school uniform, 
taking a school bag and going to school in a school bus. I used to 
wait for the day when I would also go to school with them. Finally, in 
1978, the day came when I was made to wear a school uniform and go 
to school. As I approached the school bus I felt unsure and insecure. 
I turned back and clung to the person accompanying me. I had to be 
coaxed and cajoled a lot before I was able to leave the finger of the 
person accompanying me and hold the finger of the conductor who 
led me up the steps, one at a time, into the bus. I was sent to a small 
convent school, in a small place in the hills called Sidhbari. It is very 
close to Macleodganj, Dharamshala, which is the capital in exile of 
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His Holiness, The Dalai Lama. The world knows him as the spiritual 
leader of the Tibetans.

This place in the hills, that we lived in, had forest trails that we 
explored. There were a couple of mountain streams that we crossed, 
jumping from one stone to the other. At times, we would fall into 
the water wetting our clothes in the process. There were times we 
chased a floating shoe or a slipper down the stream. There were foot 
tracks through the bushes and jungles that we walked on, hunting for 
mysterious creatures that were expected to jump out of the bushes at 
any time, with hand-made bows and arrows. 

The bows were made by bending thin strips of bamboo into a bow. 
The canes from the cane bushes served as arrows. The straightest part 
of the cane was to be cut off to make a good arrow. The string of the 
bow was a controversy. We tried different kinds of wires and strings 
that we could lay our hands on. Some worked well while some did 
not. Finally we would manage to scrape out some charcoal from the 
road, make it into a small ball and use it to stick a big thorn from a 
particular bush to the tip of the arrow. 

The bow and arrow that I made for myself would never work well. 
I did not know why. It was not that I tried too hard to find out the 
reason either. While the other kids’ arrows went high in the sky, the 
best I could do was to request them to let me shoot from their bow 
once. Once in a while, someone would allow me but very rarely and 
that too only after a lot of persuasion. 

There were big rocks too that we used to climb on and slide over, 
ending up with holes torn into our clothes. Our school buses were 
modified trucks with snout-shaped fronts. The buses were named 
Red bus, Green bus, Yellow bus and Blue bus. These school buses 
used to race (or so we thought) on those hill tracks to try and reach 
the school first, and we cheered and booed at each other as the buses 
raced. Sometimes our bus won, sometimes our bus lost. 
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The teachers/sisters at the convent seemed to have come from a 
different world. Most of them wore a nun’s white uniform and carried 
a thin long strip of bamboo, which when hit on the calves, after neat-
ly raising the trouser, caused a real burning pain and initiated a des-
perate desire to rub vigorously at the point of impact. As I remember, 
most of the times I wasn’t even aware of the reason for the caning. I 
had just taken it as a ritual to be observed from time to time. I remem-
ber most of the time the child who was caned, while rubbing his calf 
with one hand, would be looking up at the teacher with a ‘Why on 
earth did you do that?’ kind of look. Such expression of one particular 
child is stuck into my memory. The presence of the ‘sisters’, as we 
used to call them, used to scare us into a quick hushed silence.

Once, ‘eight fastest children’ of my class, and of course I was not 
one of them, had been picked from the class to run in a school race 
on the annual sports day, with balloons tied to their wrists. Now 
this seemed to be a dream assignment for me and I badly wanted to 
be part of that. On the final day, at the time of the race, I lingered 
around the preparation area and with my great fortune, one of the 
selected children was missing. Though I wanted to occupy his spot 
I was scared to do so for fear of being caught. To my good fortune, 
one of the staff members conducting the event pushed me into the 
empty spot. Balloons were tied to my wrist too and we were taken to 
the starting line. 

The audience sat in chairs under a row of colorful canopies, along 
the length of the field, watching the event. The race began and I ran 
fast. I was astonished how everyone else was so ahead of me in a mo-
ment. I came last by a vast margin. I could hear the laughter from the 
crowd as I completed the last stretch of my run, far behind others.

I could not run faster than the other kids. While playing with a ball, 
I could not catch it. My hands would become shaky when someone 
threw a ball at me. I could not even throw the ball well. I could not 
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rotate a top. I could not get a kite to take off the ground however hard I 
tried. I could not hit one marble with another. These were things other 
kids could easily do. I was never kept in the playing team of any game 
except in rare cases when no one else was there to occupy all the spots. 
I remember kids fighting over not to take me in their teams. 

I was not even intelligent. And no one hesitated to tell me that 
enough number of times. Yes, I wasn’t good at things and, yes, I 
wasn’t intelligent. I was lazy and slow at understanding and a shabby 
child. But I too wanted the same love, affection, praise and attention 
that the other ‘intelligent’ and ‘able’ kids around got at school, home 
and the neighborhood. If not praise, at least I should have got the 
same acceptance. It seemed that everyone derived pleasure from my 
being inferior.

This made me want attention, appreciation and acceptance even 
more. Sometimes I cooked up small lies to get affection from people 
and to turn their attention towards me, at times successfully but most 
of the times only to be laughed at. Everyone else appeared intelligent 
and good. I felt I wasn’t good, I felt inferior. Even others seemed 
more than eager to feel so about me and to make me feel so. I vividly 
remember imagining, as a child, that one day suddenly the whole 
world would start loving me and respecting me. I did not know for 
what they would do so but that they would was what I imagined.

Around this time, I came across some stories of so-called great peo-
ple and mythological characters and I suddenly wanted to be great 
like them. I wanted to be nice and good, as I felt that was what would 
get one appreciation. Looking back, I think the reason to get attract-
ed to these stories might have been the admiration that these heroic 
and legendary characters received and that was what I wanted too, so 
desperately. 

To get the much needed acceptance and appreciation I had to be 
good. I wanted to be good. However, I did not know what was good 
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or how to be good. Therefore, I accepted whatever definition other 
people gave to being ‘good’. The moment someone would say, ‘You 
are a good boy, so don’t do this’, I would give up whatever I was do-
ing. And if someone said, ‘You are a good boy, do this’, I would do it. 
This ‘wanting to be good’ made me make sacrifices and compromises 
with a joyous childhood. I could never say ‘no’. I ended up doing a 
lot of things I did not want to do and I ended up giving up a lot of 
things that I liked. Often it made me suffer in silence with compro-
mised decisions.

But this does not mean that I did not have a fun-filled childhood. 
Nature has gifted a child ‘short memory’, which helps him get out of 
adverse effects of situations easily and allows him to move on in life 
with the same innocent sincerity. However, unpleasant experiences of 
childhood can make or mar a person’s psyche for life; they can make 
him a caring and sensitive person, even more determined to make the 
best of life or they can change him into a heartbroken man who gives 
up on the joys and beauty of life. What effect these and subsequent 
situations would have on me, would define my destiny one day.

As I grew up there were a lot of compromised decisions and their 
impact remained with me for long. It took me a lifetime to learn to 
say ‘no’, even when it affected me really adversely. For a long time I 
regretted parts of my childhood although that did not help. I always 
felt the presence of a child within me craving to speak out. Would 
that child within me ever find a voice?





2
Growing Up

In the October of 1980, from this small settlement in the hills, I was 
shifted to one of the biggest schools of that time in the national cap-

ital, just a mile from the hospital where I was born. Life would bring 
me in the vicinity of this hospital many times in the course of my life. 
Many kinds of learning in my life were initiated in this school. There 
were over sixty students in almost every class. This was a huge number 
for any class, especially for a primary section. The competition was 
tough. There were a lot of bright students in my class who grabbed 
the attention of the teacher; they always surrounded the teacher and 
were also at the centre of all activities. Whenever the teacher asked 
any question, it was only those children who answered; they minded 
the class when the teacher wasn’t there and even carried the bundles 
of class notebooks for the teacher to the staff room. All of this left me 
feeling neglected and look upon myself as a very mediocre student. I 
think I was a little slow learner, or so I thought because. I could under-
stand a thing mostly when it was explained to me a second time. But 
since the brighter front bencher students could immediately grasp the 
lessons, the teacher would move ahead with the topic and I was left 
struggling to catch up with the lessons. 
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While every teacher told me that my handwriting was bad and 
at times asked me to write some sentences a hundred times over as 
punishment, no one ever told me how I could make my handwriting 
better. By myself I could not figure out how to improve my handwrit-
ing. I wanted to be good but no one told me how I could be good. 
Besides the regular play and study schedule, which included fun too, 
a desire was gradually building up within me, the desire to be good. 
But the good thing is that I would use this frustration only to work 
harder and become better.

Frustration can be a very positive energy if we use it to get 

out of our comfort zones and work harder.

Introduction to Writing

When I was in the 3rd grade, the teacher asked the class to write a 
poem on Diwali, the joyous festival of lights, celebrated in India. I was 
able to write a poem by myself. I was able to put the joy and bright-
ness of the festival in the form of some partly rhyming sentences of 
equal length. The teacher appreciated my poem. This little apprecia-
tion that I got, coupled with the fact that I was actually able to write a 
poem, encouraged me to write more often. It was always very satisfy-
ing to look at a finished poem written by me. The appreciation that I 
got in Class 3 for my first poem played a significant role in my life as it 
gave me a means to express myself. I am so thankful that it happened.

Even now I write quite often and most of my writings are just 
a means of the expression of my thoughts. Though, initially they 
were only in the form of small rhyming poems, they got me a little 
of the much needed appreciation from my teachers and my class-
mates. Writing gave me the time and space to think of suitable 
words to express my thoughts. While writing I am in no hurry. It 
provides me an uninterrupted outlet of thoughts. It is not affected 
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by the hesitation and reservation that one may feel while speaking. 
I have always enjoyed writing.

The Challenge at Mathematics

When I was in the 4th grade, I failed in the mathematics paper in the 
first exam of the year. Somehow I missed to get a hold over the basic 
concepts of mathematics and thereafter I began to find mathematics 
difficult. How and why the signs and numbers behave the way they 
do? A plus becomes a minus and a multiplication becomes a division; 
what is up goes down and what is down comes up across the ‘equal to’ 
sign, and then there are all that stuff with brackets. It was very con-
fusing. I felt I could do well if someone patiently explained the basics 
to me. At this time my mathematics teacher called me and another 
classmate of mine who was weak in studies for extra classes and taught 
me the basics of mathematics in her spare time. That helped me get a 
grasp over the subject and I scored good marks in the very next exam.

I don’t remember my marks but I do remember that when every-
one’s score in mathematics was being announced in class, there was 
applause when my marks were announced and I walked up to collect 
my answer sheet with joy and pride. I had not done exemplarily well, 
but then no one expected me to score high marks after failing the 
previous exam. Had this teacher not been there maybe I would have 
remained eternally weak at mathematics. I wish I could find her and 
thank her but I don’t even remember her name.

Running and Sports

In my 4th grade, I started to take out my pet dog for early morning 
walk. The duty of walking the pet dog fell on me after everyone else 
had said a ‘no’ to it. I would take a two or three kilometers of walk 
and run with my dog. Thanks to this one activity, I got into the habit 
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of waking up early and going for a jog. Gradually I took a liking to 
it, and with time this practice became a regular morning jog routine 
for me. As I grew up I continued running. In coming times, I would 
run in the rain, heat, cold, morning, afternoon, evening and even at 
night. I always loved running. Running made me feel so alive.

Around this time football came into my life. I enjoyed playing 
football from day one. It seemed to be the easiest thing to do, run 
after a ball and kick it; it was fun. In due course of time, football 
become a way of life for me. The eleven players from the opposing 
team trying to prevent you from reaching a goal is very much like 
the obstacles and challenges of life that come in the way of your 
success. To succeed, you need to beat the toughest of oppositions 
and enjoy doing so. Football induced me with the energy of life. It 
taught me to rule inertia—as while playing football you have to run 
suddenly, stop suddenly, take off suddenly, change direction sud-
denly, throw yourself at the ball, dribble it around the obstacles and 
kick. When you can do the same in real life, you can do wonders.

The sport that you play is not merely a sport. It becomes the ener-
gy you carry. And I would always carry this energy with me in every 
sphere of my life. As I always say, ‘Life is a game of football’. Though 
I wasn’t very good at football in the beginning, my enthusiasm for it 
usually found me a place in the team. I could not dribble well or kick 
hard, but with my good running I could keep the opposite team oc-
cupied and running. With time, I learnt the techniques of the game 
and got better at it.

Life is like a game of football. You won’t like playing in an 

open field. You need opposition, you need hurdles and 

you need challenges.

In cricket, I did not have a good beginning. I rarely got to face a 
ball and when, by some good chance, I did get an opportunity, 
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I would get bowled out on the very first ball. It brought fear in me. I 
would get really nervous on the crease, and the more nervous I was, the 
easier it would be for the bowler to bowl me out. When facing a ball, 
I kept repeating in my mind, ‘I should not miss it, I should not miss 
it’; yet, I would invariably miss the ball. I was not kept in the team, 
and if on rare occasions when there weren’t enough number of players 
and I was given an opportunity to bat as the last batsman, the first ball 
would seal my fate. At times I wondered how come the bowler never 
even bowled a wide delivery to me. The other players used to get wide 
deliveries and such chances. For me, the very first ball used to be right 
on to the stumps always. I remember both the teams fighting over not 
wanting to keep me in their teams. I couldn’t catch a ball, I couldn’t 
stop it, I couldn’t throw it well and, of course, I couldn’t hit it. Would 
things on the cricket field ever change for me?

But the good thing was that despite not being able to play cricket 
and being at the receiving end of things, I had a rebel in me who 
was not willing to resign to his fate. The rebel in me lived with the 
belief that eventually one fine day I would get good at this too. It was 
that rebel in me that made me try the very things that others said 
couldn’t be done. If the mathematics teacher said: ‘This problem is 
too difficult. You can leave it’, then I would definitely try to solve 
that problem. 

Was this behaviour inherent in me or was it somehow related to 
my desire to be good or my desire to be appreciated? Another aspect 
about my behaviour and thinking was that I wanted to do a lot of 
things. I wanted to paint and draw, I wanted to sing and dance, I 
wanted to perform on stage, and I wanted to do well in studies and 
sports. But I never got an opportunity to learn any form of art and 
perform on stage. Only those children would get an opportunity to 
perform, who already knew something. All I had was a desire to learn 
everything and do everything and do them well.
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Tibri Days 

From this big school in the national capital, I was shifted to a very 
small school in the rural countryside of Punjab, an army camp in a 
small village called Tibri. There were only about twenty-five students 
in my class. Everything here was a little laid-back. No one was real-
ly competing. Everyone was only indulging in activities they liked, 
whether it was academics or co-curricular or sports. 

Here, I was no longer a weak student. Studies were no longer a 
pressure. I knew what was being taught in the class and very rarely 
needed to do any additional study besides paying attention during the 
class. Life was fun, full of playing around and making mischief. In our 
spare time we played and explored the countryside. We would try to 
catch fishes, on very rare occasions successfully, from the canals, rivers 
and ponds that we used to wade into. We would go for long swim-
ming sessions in the swimming pool and get stung by yellow wasps.

The yellow wasps shared and dominated most of our places of activ-
ity. They had their nests everywhere. Gradually the enmity between us 
and the yellow wasps grew. After being stung several times, we started 
hunting the yellow wasps with sticks. If the stick would hit a flying 
wasp, it would become our prey, or else we would become the victim 
of its anger. The yellow wasps, in contrast to bees (bees sting only if 
they are harmed), got instigated by anyone who came close or anyone 
who passed by, and they would attack. Yellow wasps attack anything 
that breathes out carbon dioxide. We did not know it then. We had 
lost count of how many times we got stung. The wasps and we became 
sworn enemies. They were present wherever we played. They were in 
the classrooms, they were in the corridors, the playgrounds and even 
in the swimming pool. At any given time, one or two boys from the 
group had a swollen eye from a wasp sting. We fought pitched battles 
with the wasps. We took the battle to them. Armed with sticks, we 
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would hunt and attack their hideouts. On one occasion, we killed over 
two hundred wasps in a single day. Gradually, over a period of time, 
we were able to wrest the control from the wasps in most areas. Al-
though some attacks from lone survivor wasps still took place.

We used to make hideouts in the jungle, devise secret codes for 
communication and consider ourselves as ace detectives. Bicycling, 
catching small animals, snakes, lizards, rodents etc. were the order of 
the day. We were a group of twelve-year-olds enjoying being naughty, 
mischievous and adventurous. I made a couple of good friends here. In 
fact, I made friends I would remember and be in touch with for a life-
time. These two years would remain among the best years of my life. 

A five-kilometer jog in the morning became a routine for me. I 
also took to a lot of swimming and some exercising. Gradually I start-
ed gaining fitness and strength. I was not tall; this was a disadvantage 
at that age, but gradually I overcame the disadvantage. Well, at least 
now I was not among the weakest anymore.

During these days, another thing which gradually boosted my 
confidence and aggressiveness towards life was my exercising and 
boxing regimen for one year. My boxing instructor said to me: ‘If you 
want to improve, work in the direction which is the toughest, and 
if while exercising you are having to put less effort in the exercise, it 
means that you are not doing it right. The correct way of doing the 
exercise will always require maximum efforts.’

This daily exercising regimen made me realize what hard work 
meant and also what kind of an aggressive attitude was required to do 
it successfully. I used to enjoy exhausting myself by running and ex-
ercising. I used to love running and watching the road pass below me 
as I ran. This became a kind of addiction. I just enjoyed running and 
gradually I was getting better. There were a lot of my classmates who 
could run faster than me although they didn’t even practise. At times 
I wondered how it could be so. Why I was not gifted with a natural 
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athletic physique? But then I knew what I had been gifted with was 
much bigger. It was a steely resolve and determination.

When you have to take decisions, always take the toughest one. 

Cricket, however, still continued to be a Waterloo for me and it was 
embarrassing because cricket was an important and popular sport. 
Nearly everyone played cricket. One day we had a match with our 
senior class and fortunately I had found a place in the playing eleven 
of the team. I was the last batsman in. As I walked in swinging my 
bat, everyone was sure that they were about to witness the last ball of 
the match. They were even joking about it. I was in a carefree mood. 
I did not have a reputation to live up to. I was no longer scared to 
miss the ball. So, I decided to swing the bat hard instead of having 
the usual cautious approach. The best bowler of the opposite team ran 
up to throw a very fast ball and I swung the bat with all my might. 
A roar went through my team mates watching me play, as I saw the 
ball fall over the boundary for a six.

It was exhilarating. Another ball and another mighty heave and 
the ball rolled over the boundary line for a four, to roars and cheers 
from my team mates. I had hit two boundaries in two balls. Every 
one, except the opposition, was enjoying it, laughing and cracking 
jokes. The third ball and another heave from me had me caught out 
just inside the boundary. The three ball stay in the centre was fun. 
It was invigorating. It was a self-discovery. Maybe, it was the begin-
ning of my discovery of the aggression needed for success. It would 
be a lesson I would have to learn many times in my life. The three-
ball stay in the centre did not improve my reputation as a cricketer 
too much but it definitely boosted my confidence and my fear was 
gone substantially. I remember myself as being much more aggres-
sive whenever I got a chance after that. I will always remember it as 
a significant event in my life. It was a milestone.



Growing Up 17

Though I cannot pinpoint whether it was this aggression that was 
developing inside me which made me play like that or it was the re-
sult that motivated me to be more aggressive from thereon. Maybe it 
was a combination of both. Whatever it was, it was a turning phase 
in my life.

Fear of failure is usually the prime reason for failure.

The important thing about important lessons in life is that 

they should always be remembered and improved upon.

Success never comes as a gift. Effort is the key to success.

Transfer to Meerut and Youth

At thirteen, I had to move to a bigger city and a bigger school in 
the cantonment town of Meerut, not very far from Delhi, famous in 
history as the place from where the revolt of 1857 or the First War of 
Indian Independence started, with a mutiny by the soldiers serving in 
the British Army stationed in Meerut and which subsequently spread 
to other parts of the country. A century and a half later, now it was 
more famous as an excellent educational centre for students preparing 
for competitive entrance exams to professional courses. 

This would be my school for the remaining four years of my 
schooling up till the 12th grade. Maybe this changing of schools was 
an advantage because it gave me an opportunity to adapt in a new 
environment and start afresh. It was a learning experience. Besides, I 
believe every situation has some advantage in it and a positive person 
can make any situation work for him. 

I joined this school in the 9th grade, with a plan in mind. I wanted 
things to be different from what they were earlier. I had realized that 
things won’t change by themselves. I would have to make a conscious 
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effort for it. Opportunities don’t just walk in, they have to be recog-
nized and grabbed. 

When I interacted with boys in the new school, I pretended to be 
good at cricket. I noticed that most players were scared to open the 
batting and face the first ball. The quality of players here was much 
better than in the previous school as the environment was much more 
competitive here, yet to be the first to bat was considered a tough job. 
Everyone would be asking someone else to open. This was my oppor-
tunity. When I was asked which position I batted at, I said ‘I open’. 
They were more than happy to give me that position.

 I got my chance and I even did well. Now I was always in the 
team and was preferred over others. We made our teams in the 
school and in the local neighbourhoodand played matches. I did 
well. I remember there were times when the other boys would say, 
‘If you want Gulia in your team, we want two players of our choice 
in exchange’. 

This change in fortune had not come by fluke. I had worked really 
hard on myself to make this change happen. A lot of resilience, pa-
tience and hard work had gone into making this change happen. It 
was not that just because I said ‘I open’, I could do it. I had to learn 
fast and perform.

No success comes easy and what comes easy is no success.

Opportunities don’t knock. You have to do the knocking.

Running into the Breathing Problem

Be it scorching sun, rain or chilling cold, I used to run five kilometers 
every day, play an hour or two of football and exercise. I was getting 
fitter by the day. Then one day, after about two kilometers into my 
morning run, my breathing suddenly became shallow. I was not able 
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to breathe properly. There was a strong wheezing sound and I was 
getting choked. My wind pipe and lungs seemed to be clogged up 
with something. I felt like giving up but I did not stop, clutching my 
throat, I kept forcing myself to run step after step. I completed my 
run and came and fell in the grass panting. I lay there for some time 
till I recovered my breath. 

Initially I did not take this breathing problem seriously but 
when it continued day after day I decided to go to a doctor. The 
doctor checked me with a stethoscope and found nothing wrong 
with me. I suggested I would run a few kilometers and come back 
for a check-up. The doctor agreed. I went out, ran a two-kilome-
ter stretch and came back choking badly with the same strong 
wheezing sound in my breath. After carrying out some tests and 
x-rays the doctor wrote my diagnosis as ‘exercise induced asthma/
bronchitis’. 

He placed his hand on my shoulder and in a very caring voice said 
to me, ‘Son, sports and running is not meant for you. With this kind 
of breathing problem you would never be able to play sports. I know 
this may not sound good but this is a reality and you have no choice 
but to accept it.’ He actually spent quite some time trying to convince 
me to give up sports. Would this be the end of my experiment with 
sports?

The next day I doubled my running distance and my exercising 
time. I had put in a lot of consistent hard work to reach this level of 
fitness. There was no way I was going to let go of what I had achieved. 
I noticed that the breathing problem roughly lasted from the third 
kilometer to the sixth kilometer. Thereafter I could run normally, 
except for having a little fatigued feeling in the legs. I could run and 
play as much as I wanted. Yes, the period of running with the breath-
ing problem was a torture for me but I endured it and continued 
playing, running and exercising. 
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I also found interest in boxing and martial arts. I was not exemplary 
at any of these but I loved doing them and I was getting good at them. 
They helped me become a stronger and a more confident person. There 
were times I practised and exercised for hours. During these two years, 
from a very weak person of short height, I grew fast to become a per-
son of average height. I was gaining strength too. I would pick a little 
more height and much more strength in coming times.

Debating: Another Close Miss

In my 9th grade, I got an opportunity to take part in an inter-house 
debate at school. I wanted to make the best use of this opportunity. 
I had always seen others take part in it. But I had always believed 
that I could also do well if I was given an opportunity. I worked 
hard at preparing for it. I wrote my speech myself and practised it 
a lot. I perfected every statement with its correct tone, pronunci-
ation and expression, as best as I could do it back then. I was de-
termined to perform well and I did. I remember noticing a nearly 
mesmerized audience when I spoke and a roaring applause at the 
end of my talk. 

While the results were being deliberated upon by the judges, 
there were strong undercurrents suggesting I would stand first 
and there would be a close battle for the second and the third po-
sition. I don’t remember being nervous. With the kind of effort I 
had put in and the way I had performed , I was expecting to win. 
The announcer was handed the result sheet and she approached 
the mike. I was second. Later my teacher told me that two out of 
the three judges felt that my speech had too much of emotional 
aspect in it and that is why they decided to give me the second 
and not the first prize. It does not appear a justifiable reason now. 
It did not look so even back then. I remember well that I didn’t 
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feel bad about it. I was happy to have stood second too. At least I 
had won a prize. 

However, I was not able to exhibit the same enthusiasm at debat-
ing for some time to come. Looking back, I can say, it was a mistake. 
One close loss shouldn’t have discouraged me. For succeeding one 
needs to be consistent with one’s efforts despite repeated setbacks. 
Success usually comes only after many failures.

If you can take multiple failures in your stride and strive to 

perform even better every time, you can hope to succeed.

In spite of that, I did take part in a few more debates and extempore 
competitions during my school days, getting the second or the third 
prize. I also took part in poetry recitation competitions, dramatics and 
different sports. My poems and writing were gradually getting better. 
I now began to look upon my writing only as an expression of my 
thoughts and feelings rather than looking for appreciation for it. In fact 
I wrote a lot of poems which no one ever read. I have lost most of them. 

In academics I was ranked third or fourth in my class, which was 
pretty satisfactory for me as I never really strove for the top position 
in the class. I don’t know why! I was happy with my results and posi-
tion, more so because academics was not my only interest. I had many 
interests and in varied fields. I also used to love sitting and thinking 
for hours. 

The Miss at Athletics

I had been running for years now. Although my physical built did 
not support competitive athletics much, I wanted to try my hand 
at athletics in a track event one day. I might have been running 
and exercising a lot and working hard but the best were still better 
than me. I had to work very hard to be able to compete. I felt the 
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1500 meter track event would be the best bet for me. I had prac-
tised for it well. 

One day I came to know that the trials for the school team were 
to take place in a stadium in a short while. I was not prepared. I did 
not have my athletics or running shoes with me. I ran home to fetch 
them. When I reached home, I saw that no one was home and that the 
door was locked. I did not want to lose this opportunity. 

After contemplating for a while I approached one of the windows 
and punched the glass of one small window with my fist. My knuckle 
got cut and started bleeding profusely. It did not pain much I re-
member but the bleeding did not stop. I tied a handkerchief over the 
cut which could hold the bleeding. The window was now broken. 
I put my hand inside to open the latch of the window. Thereafter I 
squeezed myself through the small space between the patterns of the 
iron grill that was on the window and got inside. 

I picked my shoes and ran to the stadium just in time for the trials. 
The first two runners would be picked up to represent the school in 
the inter-school zonal athletics meet. I came in a close third. Maybe 
my running to the house and back had already exhausted me and it 
might have brought down my performance in the race, but then life 
does not accept excuses.

Life does not accept your excuses. Either you succeed or 

you don’t.

The Pressure Zone 

As I headed towards the senior classes and the end of my schooling, 
a lot of pressure came on me from all circles for getting into a profes-
sional course. It was a time when getting into a professional course 
was considered to be the best and the only goal of a student’s life. 
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Everybody would try to pull you and direct you into different direc-
tions and usually successfully too. 

I had developed a hunger for life. I wanted to do many things with 
my life. Picking up one of the choices or dedicating my entire life to 
one seemed like a bad idea most of the time. During those times the 
options were few. One could aim to become a doctor or an engineer 
or join the army as an officer. Other careers meant more years of study 
and waiting and an uncertain future. It was not the age of corporate, 
as it is now. Job opportunities were few. Suddenly I found myself 
faced with so much pressure to immediately decide the goal of my life 
and make a career choice that I wanted to break free.

As a child I had got used to making my choices to suit other peo-
ple’s expectations from me, the good child that I wanted to be. This 
pressure really got to me. It made me make choices I did not want 
to make. In fact it was others who were making the choices for me. 
When the choices were being made by others all factors were not 
being taken into consideration. It was I who was better aware of my 
interests and abilities. Others were not. Having been a sportsman I 
had dealt with successes and failures in the past. I knew for sure that 
success was improbable, if not impossible, with such an unclear vi-
sion. I wanted to do things with definiteness and certainty but no one 
was letting me do that. 

Success is not a probability. Success is a decision you make. 

It has to be a certainty.

It was also a time when I had started thinking about ‘life’ and sud-
denly there were so many things to think about and so much to do. 
It was an analytical approach that had made me improve my perfor-
mance in sports and other academic and non-academic fields. I started 
adopting an analytic approach to life too. However, I did not have 
enough time. With the board exams approaching, there was a sense of 
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urgency to choose a career path. I was at a point of time when I could 
look back at life and also look forward to it. It was one of the most 
crucial thresholds in my life, not only in terms of career choices but 
also regarding the personal choices that I would be required to make. 
I wanted to grow as a person. I wanted to get away from home and 
face the real world. Like most others of my age, I also wanted to do 
something meaningful with my life. But would I be able to?

I didn’t even know what I wanted from my life. I had gone through 
my schooling, or rather my schooling had taken me through it very 
spontaneously; and now the time, the situation and the people were 
throwing options at me with a sense of extreme urgency. They were 
not giving me the time to think. Yes, as a child, I had dreamt of be-
ing a teacher, an army officer, a doctor, an engineer and an umpteen 
number of other things but they were dreams with a dreamy, laid-
back mindset. I enjoyed day dreaming, like most of us do, about what 
all I would do in each case. But here I was now, in the real world, with 
an urgent need to choose one option and dedicate my life to it.

During those times, to become a doctor or an engineer was con-
sidered to be the best career option and almost every child would be 
forced in that direction. Now everybody cannot become an engineer 
or a doctor but no one seemed to understand that. And the comedy of 
errors was when you were expected to try for both. It all boiled down 
to taking the pressure of the expectations, the need for acceptance 
and appreciation, seek your own dreams of life, and the tension aris-
ing out of the need to be able to take the right decision. It was the 
toughest of times for me.

As per my mindset, I wanted to do everything and anything only 
with perfect definiteness. I did not like uncertainty. It was not like 
‘I want to become something and let me try and see if I can become 
that’. It was like ‘If I want to become something, I would become 
that, come what may.’ But I was sure being a doctor was not what 
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I wanted at that point of time in my life. I was studying botany, 
zoology and chemistry to become a doctor; something I actually did 
not want to do. I was not being able to pay attention to mathematics 
which I had taken because of pressure, since it was considered an im-
portant subject. Decisions taken then were not out of my free will but 
under pressure or as a compromise. As a result, I was in a complete 
mess of compromised decisions.

Mathematics had been my personal success story. As a child who 
was considered dumb, I considered my being good in mathematics 
as a proof that I was not. However, not getting influenced by others 
in taking decisions was something I had not learnt at all. I needed 
acceptance and that meant compromises. 

The results for the final year of schooling (and the national, cen-
trally conducted board exam) came out. I had scored a dismal 54 per 
centin medical-related subjects and I had failed in mathematics. The 
last and final exams of my schooling, and there I was—a failure. In a 
moment, the world that I had been creating brick by brick, moment 
by moment, step by step, came crashing down.

I had failed when and where success was needed the most. I, the 
child believed to be dumb, had finally, as expected, proved to be 
dumb. It seemed like a situation of no recovery. I knew I was not 
dumb. I could do anything that anyone else could, but with such a 
failure at hand, who would believe me now? It was a dark and silent 
evening as I sat alone on the steps of my house looking at the road 
ahead that turned around the corner and led to the open ground ahead. 

At seventeen, I was at the end of nowhere. I had been brought 
back to square one. Would I give up? There was no way one could 
better a board exam result in the final year. After contemplating for a 
long while with closed eyes, I decided that I would not let anything 
come in between me and what I wanted to do with my life. I had 
committed a mistake by not taking my own decisions at the most 
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crucial phase of my life. My career, the choice of my subjects, should 
have been my decision. 

In life there are situations when you are required to learn 

real fast. Either you learn or you perish.

I should have taken my own decisions and at that minute, I decided 
it would be so from now on. If I wanted to come out of this situation, 
I had to keep my utmost calm, focus and patience. It was sports that 
had taught me to be calm and focused in the toughest of times. I went 
in, wore my running shoes and went for a long run into the night.

Making Conscious Choices—Following the Heart

A little over two months were left for the written entrance exams to 
the National Defense Academy, where young cadets do their gradua-
tion and undergo three years of extensive training to become officers 
in the Indian Defence Forces. I collected the required books, closed my 
room and started studying. The mathematics paper in this entrance 
exam was considered the major deciding factor and the real challenge. 
Out of a total of 120 questions to be completed in a given time of two 
and a half hours, answering 50 per cent of the questions correctly and 
within time, was considered a good enough bet to clear the exam. 

I did not find coaching classes with a large number of students 
useful for me. I needed a mathematics teacher who could give me 
individual attention and clear my doubts. This was difficult but af-
ter a lot of looking around and enquiring, I found an aged retired 
mathematics teacher who could give me individual time and help me 
prepare well for the exam. Under his guidance, I worked on the basics 
and on increasing my speed of carrying out calculations.

Being methodical in your approach is necessary for success.
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I very vividly remember the day of the exam when I travelled by bus 
to Delhi for the exam. I was pretty calm and focused. The first exam 
was that of mathematics. I completed over 98 per cent of the ques-
tions correctly (two I did not know) with half an hour to spare. When 
I got up to submit my answer sheet there were smiles from the other 
students sitting in the examination hall. They probably thought that 
I might have given up on the ‘tough’ exam. No one could imagine 
that I had completed the exam with half an hour to spare. I knew I 
would clear the exam. 

It was a cloudy evening, some months later, when I came to know 
that the result had come out in a particular newspaper. I took out 
my bicycle and went out in the drizzle to a library nearby to check 
the result. I had cleared the exam. I was ecstatic. I wanted to tell 
everyone that I had cleared the exam but I did not. It was too early 
to celebrate. I just enjoyed the feeling of this intermediate success. 
I knew I was on my way to success. I sat on the terrace of the house 
enjoying getting wet in the drizzle. The rain drops had an even 
better feel on my face. 

After clearing the written exam, I was to appear for a four-day 
extensive testing programme. This four-day test was considered a 
much tougher challenge than the written exam. Students who were 
considered much more intelligent than me had failed that test in 
the past. If they had failed, how I would be able to clear it! But 
somehow I found that challenge interesting. I was confident I could 
clear the test. 

The four-day test meant over four days of grilling interviews, 
group discussions, group tasks, extempore, physical tasks, obstacle 
courses, psychology tests, aptitude tests and IQ tests. Since one was 
being tested for psychology and attitude, one could never be sure of the 
result. Even one out of the many examiners evaluating you, pointing 
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out a negative in you, could seal your fate. I had learnt a simple but 
very valuable lesson from sports.

Don’t pretend to be sincere in your performance. Be sincere.

I started preparing for it, with sincerity and commitment. Being a 
sportsman I had learnt to have a disciplined and organized approach 
towards any task at hand. I would do everything that could even 
remotely improve my chances of success. I collected any and every 
bit of literature that I could find on this test. I approached everybody 
who knew about the test. Besides collecting the information I had 
to be careful to filter out the false and unnecessary information and 
retain the relevantand genuine ones. One should always be able to 
distinguish between hearsay and real knowledge. You cannot base 
your decisions and actions on hearsay. 

The test was not one which could be cleared by memorizing all 
the information or by doing fast calculations. The preparation for this 
assessment needed me to work on myself. It made me learn a lot of 
important things. I came across what, I feel, was to be one of the most 
important words that I would ever learn in my life. This single word 
is the key to success. The word is meticulous. If you want to succeed, 
work meticulously towards it. Your success will always depend on 
how meticulous you have been in your preparations.

Meticulous is one word which can ensure your success every time.

Being meticulous taught me to analyze myself, like never before. I 
worked on my conduct, behaviour and thinking. I came across phrases 
like positive thinking, rational thinking and disciplined efforts, and 
understood the importance of these terms. These terms are used very 
commonly in daily conversations but getting their real meaning and 
imbibing these qualities in one’s life is a different ball game altogether. 
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A rational way of thinking is a gem of a realization to have. One 
would need it at each and every juncture of one’s life in order to take 
the right decisions and to make the correct choice. Rational think-
ing basically relates to seeing everything in its right perspective and 
giving importance to things which need and deserve to be given 
importance to, while ignoring things which deserve to be ignored. 
Problems invariably arise when we end up giving undue importance 
to things which do not deserve the kind of importance we give them. 

To appear for this test, sometime in the April of 1991, I took a 
train to the city of Bhopal, still infamous for the industrial gas leak 
tragedy that had taken place there in the December 1984, killing 
thousands of people. In the train, I met a lot of candidates who were 
going for the same test. I heard most of them discussing hearsay gos-
sip about the test. I did not participate in those discussions and kept 
my focus. 

On arrival, every candidate was allotted a serial number which 
he had to keep pinned to his chest. The candidate was thereafter ad-
dressed by his chest number. I was chest number 9. The candidates 
were divided into groups of eight for the test. I was the first in my 
group of candidates from chest number 9 to chest number 16. It 
meant that for any activity I would be the first one to be called to 
perform the task. 

Everyone was hesitant to perform first. It was easier to perform 
after a few candidates had performed as it gave you time to think and 
gave you a better idea of the task to be done. The aggression which 
had made me to pick up the bat first to open the innings in cricket 
had taken away from me the fear to perform first. The thought that 
being the first to perform I would have lesser time to prepare did not 
affect my confidence.

The test was chaotic in more ways than one, as everyone was in a 
desperate hurry to perform and outdo the others. Everyone wanted to 
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get noticed and everyone would be speaking at the same time. I re-
member one particular group discussion in which to be for the motion 
seemed easier than being against the motion. The topic was heavily 
one-sided. In fact there were hardly any points against the motion. 
The members of my group immediately decided to go for the motion. 

Everybody was putting forth their points in favour of the motion 
and everyone was trying to speak at the same time. It made them 
raise their voices trying to outshout the others. By nature I used to 
avoid being part of such discussions, so I was quiet. Then it came 
to my mind that no one was discussing the points against the mo-
tion. My debating sense and some quick thinking made me see some 
points that could be presented against the motion. It was not about 
winning a debate. It was like looking at the other perspective too. For 
any discussion to be meaningful, one needs to look at both aspects of 
the issue, consider points both for it and against it, in order to get 
a better perspective of the issue and to arrive at a better conclusion.

I said, ‘Gentlemen, I do not agree’. This immediately forced every-
one to pause, making them curious to hear a different viewpoint and 
therefore they had to listen to what I had to say. I brought out the fact 
that although the topic appeared heavily one–sided, there were points 
against the motion which were also required to be kept in mind while 
arriving at a conclusion. I mentioned the points against the motion 
giving appropriate real-life examples in each case. Everyone had to 
concede that I had a very valid point of view. Debating experience of 
my school days had come in handy when I needed it most.

Opportunities are not what people and time give you. 

Opportunities are something you need to create and grab.

I developed some allergy in this new place where the test was being 
conducted, which triggered my breathing problem. During the indi-
vidual obstacle course I nearly collapsed from exhaustion but I put 
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in every bit of my energy to finish it well. At the end of the four days 
of testing, I thought I had done reasonably well. But I realized that 
there were a lot of things in me that I needed to work on.

There were so many areas I needed to be better in. There were so 
many ways I could be better. I thought I would not clear the inter-
view. In fact I was convinced I would not. But I was okay with that 
feeling. It was not with a negative mindset. I only felt that I could be 
much better. I thought I would go back, work on things, get better 
and then comeback and clear this test. 

All the tests were over by the fourth day. At the end of it, all of 
us were seated in a hall to wait for the final results to be announced. 
Some candidates were walking up and down nervously, asking oth-
ers how they had done. Some candidates were joking and laughing 
trying to keep the nervousness away. The general attitude of every-
one was ‘how wonderful it would be if I would clear this test!’ I had 
trained myself not to think that way. Wishing never gets you success. 
I had become completely performance oriented. I would either focus 
on my performance or I would not bother at all. I had put my head 
down on the table and had gone to sleep.

The interviewing staff walked into the hall and suddenly there was 
pin-drop silence in the hall. Someone shook me awake. After reading 
out a few lines of instructions, the officer started calling out the ‘chest 
numbers’ of the candidates who had cleared the test. I was chest num-
ber 9. I heard Number 7 being called out. Number 7 had cleared the 
test. Number 8 was announced next. Everybody was clapping for the 
selected candidates. 

Could three consecutive numbers clear the test? No way. Even 
the probability was against me. I was clapping too. ‘Number 9’ said 
the officer. I did not react. I was looking down and clapping for the 
numbers being announced. He repeated ‘Number 9’ and I looked 
up. He announced a third time ‘Number 9’ and I got up with a 
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dazed look, asking ‘Me?’ The announcing officer had a big smile on 
his face because of my funny look. I looked zapped. I have never ever 
felt the joy that I felt that day.

The feeling started sinking in. I had cleared the interview and the 
tests. That was the happiest day of my life. It still is. Perhaps it has 
been the single happiest day of my life till date. No other success 
would ever match up to that day when my number was called out 
among the selected candidates. Less than one year since that devastat-
ing result of my final year of school board exam, I had nearly topped 
the national level entrance exam. I had proved worthy to myself. I 
was not dumb. I was very able and I was very proud of myself.

Following the result, I had to go through an extensive four-day 
medical check-up. Most of the tests went fine but when the doctor put 
a stethoscope on my chest he caught some wheezing sound in the lungs 
because of my breathing problem. After further tests, he wrote my re-
sult as ‘permanently medically unfit for service in the defense forces’. 

I knew I had been stupid enough to have not taken care of my health 
at such a crucial time. How could I commit such a blunder? However, 
I could not have done much about the timing of the allergy. My only 
chance now was that I could appeal for a medical re-exam at the main 
army hospital in Delhi; this was the hospital where I was born.

I applied for the re-examination. I took medicines and did a lot of 
aerobics, running and swimming exercises to keep myself in perfect 
shape for the re-examination. Nothing was to be left to chance this 
time and I had to hope for the best. After conducting the exam, when 
the doctor did not find anything wrong in my breathing, he asked 
me to run the flight of steps going to the second floor and down, 
ten times. He made me do a lot of exercises too. Yet, there was no 
breathlessness. The doctor was not fully convinced despite all the 
positive results. He said, ‘I am clearing your exam but I am telling 
you that if you have a breathing problem, don’t even think of join-
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ing the Defense Academy. You have no idea how tough the training 
is. You would never be able to complete this training if you have a 
breathing problem.’ 

Two months later, on the due date, the 28th of June 1991, I joined 
the Defense Academy. I was confident. Not only would I complete 
my training, I would also do very well. 

There is no obstacle that you cannot overcome with your 

determination and hard work





3
Training in the Army

National Defense Academy

I still remember that day like yesterday, when, on a rainy evening in 
the autumn of 1991 (28 of June), I entered the majestic Academy 

in a valley surrounded by greenish blue Sahyadri hill ranges, just as it 
was getting dark. Despite my physical fitness I had butterflies in my 
stomach. Training, at this Academy, was believed to be the toughest 
anywhere in the world. I had heard tales about the torturously rigor-
ous training at the Academy. 

On my very first day there, a few seniors asked me which corps of 
the army I would like to join, and I said, ‘I want to join the Special 
Forces, the commandoes.’ They all laughed. They said, ‘After you 
see how tough it is, you will change your mind within a few days of 
training’. They seemed pretty sure. On my part, I was not much con-
cerned about their opinion. I was thinking more about the immediate 
tasks at hand.

This would happen to me time and again during my four years 
of training. People would ask me the same question and then laugh 
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when I gave them the same answer. They seemed very sure that I 
would change my mind soon. Would I?

Nothing can strengthen you more than the act of not compro-

mising with your decisions.

Nothing can render you weaker than a compromise can.

 The first six months of the training, through the incessant showers 
of the rainy season till the early winters, went fine. This term, the ju-
nior-most term, at the Academy is believed to be the toughest period of 
the training, yet I remember enjoying it. I remember enjoying running 
in the rain; I remember enjoying playing football in the rain; I remem-
ber all the physical training and rolling and crawling in the slush. 

There was hardly a minute of rest. In fact the only times we rested 
were the times when we were doing something less rigorous. We 
could sleep with rainwater flowing over us; we could sleep in the 
slush; we could sleep in the bushes; and of course we could sleep 
walking, standing or sitting. I still enjoyed the period because, firstly, 
this was what I wanted to do, this was my choice; and secondly, be-
cause being a sportsman I never minded the hard work and the sweat. 

In fact I could comfortably go through all the hard work the train-
ing demanded. The fitness regimen that I had followed during my 
growing up years made the training at the Academy look routine to 
me. I had impressed my batch mates and seniors with my capability 
of hard work and high spirits. I was often referred to as the ‘Josh 
Box’ of my squadron, the Lion Squadron. ‘Josh Box’ is a term used to 
refer to a person who would enthuse and motivate everyone with his 
display of high spirits. 

However, I had one drawback. I lacked focus. Rather, I didn’t 
know what to focus on. I just went with the schedule. It was not a 
major issue as I was never much concerned about ranking. Most of 
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my friends took the career in defense as their final destiny. Whereas 
for me, career in defense was only one of the so many things I wanted 
to do with my life. Much more than ranking, I was happy if I had the 
respect of my friends, seniors and juniors. 

The training was so rigorous that all cadets, including me, used to 
count months, weeks, days, hours and minutes left for the semester to 
get over and the vacation break of 28 days to start. The people you train 
with become your best friends for life. With them you learn to laugh over 
everything. As young cadets at the Academy, it is the torturously tough 
times that we spend together that make us bond together as friends.

You can and may forget the people with whom you spend good 

and joyous times, but you cannot forget the people with whom 

you spend the tough and challenging times of your life.

The Love Story

I would like to add here that I was in love with a girl from my class 
at school, for some years now. We had been in regular touch through 
letters. (Those were not the days of internet or mobile phones). We 
had never met except at school, as friendship between young boys and 
girls was not a very acceptable thing in the society then. Besides, I 
was very shy and could not talk with girls easily. So, we had not been 
able to talk much even at school.

I had told her that she would have to wait for me for four years as 
that was the time it would take for my training to get over. I was very 
sure that the day my training got over I would go and meet her and 
from there we would plan our lives further. But during my days at the 
Academy, my father got a transfer to another city and I did not get a 
chance to visit the city where my girlfriend lived. The Academy gave 
us tickets to travel only to the destination where our family lived.
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The next six months of training (Jan 1992–June 1992) saw the 
season of dry grass and pollen and I started facing serious breath-
ing problems while running (because of allergy). But because of my 
physical toughness I managed to run well despite the problem. I also 
enrolled for two hours of extra swimming practice. Swimming is one 
of the best of breathing exercises. By doing thirty to forty lengths of 
the swimming pool (roughly two kilometers) everyday I could ensure 
that my breathing problems remained under control. 

In my spare time and on Sundays, when most of my fellow train-
ees would take the first available bus to the city for a day’s outing, I 
would go for long runs through the hills. I did this not only to im-
prove and sustain my running stamina but also because I enjoyed it. 
I had always been a nature lover. I loved nature and I loved the tall 
grass, the jungles and the fresh air. Running always made me feel so 
alive and happy.

I might have become fitter during my school days but this was a 
place where the fittest and the toughest, both mentally and physical-
ly, had been picked. There were enough boys who had participated in 
and even excelled at various sports at the national and, on some occa-
sions, at the international level too. There were many boys who had 
trained since their childhood in military schools and sports schools. 
Saying that competing with them was a real tough job would be an 
understatement. 

In the boxing match I remember I had reached the semi-finals 
quite comfortably but lost the crucial semi-final boxing match by the 
closest of margins, when everyone expected me to win it. And this 
happened for three years consecutively. The close results could go 
either way and in my case, unluckily, they went the other way quite 
a few times. I think with time I became a little apprehensive of the 
semi-finals.There were two losses in semi-finals in handball when my 
team was expected to win the gold. These were team sports but the 
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loss just before the finals would always hurt. I could not manage to 
make it till the end. Victory was evading me when I could nearly feel 
it. I remember losing a couple of close encounters in other sports and 
events too including one at debating. 

I carried a part of these close losses with me always. I had met a lot 
of boys who would say that they gave up a sport after losing a particular 
competition. I did not want that to happen to me. I wanted to continue 
trying. I wanted to win. I knew I could. How many times would luck 
be able to stop me from winning? Not every time, or so I thought.

Luck can prevent you once, luck can prevent you twice, luck 

can prevent you three times, but luck cannot prevent you 

always and every time from winning.

A Fortunate Encounter with Possible Death

This was sometime in the January of 1993. One day I woke up to find 
myself in the hospital bed. A few of my friends surrounded me and 
Anupam Gaur, a close buddy, had a heap of bandages pressed on my 
right eye and the right side of my face, trying to stop the blood which 
was oozing from my eye and escaping from the sides of the heap of 
bandages despite his pressing hard. 

I did not know what was going on. 

I asked Anupam Gaur ‘Gaur, what happened?’ 

He said ‘You got kicked by a horse’ 

Horse! What horse? I did not remember any horse. ‘Which year is 
this?’ I asked him. 

He just said, ‘Relax’.

The doctor came in and my bandages were removed to profuse 
bleeding. The doctor stretched my battered eyelids to check if I 
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could still see with that eye. Yes, I could. He was amazed. ‘I cannot 
figure out how your eye got saved with such an injury,’ he said. Over 
the next few months he would repeat this statement every time he 
saw me. 

For the next couple of hours I was held down by five or six 
people, who kept my hands and legs pressed down while the doc-
tor stitched my eyelids back in place with twenty-nine sutures 
around my eyelids and right cheek. It was such a painful expe-
rience that I was pushing away the people holding me. Two to 
three more medics had to be called in to pin me down. Physically, 
it has been the most painful experience of my life. The pain was 
maximized because the doctor could not give me the local anes-
thetic injection as the injury was in proximity with the eye. The 
sutures were put on my eyelids without the use of any pain killers 
or anesthetic.

Pain only matters to an extent. After that it does not matter 

how much more or less of it you have.

Over the next few days I recollected the incidents a little at a time. 
It was a morning, sometime in the beginning of my 4th semester. I, 
along with other batch mates, was going on my bicycle to the equi-
tation lines for horse riding classes. 

I used to love riding. We used to get to ride bareback horses for 
three hours in the surrounding hills and jungles. I particularly re-
member the one time when our horses waded into a good four to 
five feet deep water and then galloped out of the watery stretch. I 
remember once when I, along with six other riders, galloped through 
a jungle stretch and at the end of it I was the only one still atop my 
horse. The riders on the rest of the five horses had fallen off some-
where along the way.
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On the day I had suffered the injury, I remember I had got a huge 
horse called ‘Hercules’. This horse was from the type of horses that 
were used to pull massive carriages of the Victorian era. It was one of 
a pair that pulled carriages. Its partner had died. The horse was being 
tested to see if this horse could be used for riding. I did not like the 
idea. However, refusing to ride a horse was considered a matter of 
ultimate shame and disgrace (even by me). ‘Refusing’ was not even 
under consideration.

The moment I brought the horse out, it started grazing. Standing 
next to it, I tried to pull its head up with the reigns but the horse was 
so strong that I could not pull it, despite being physically strong. If I 
could not pull up the head of the horse with the reigns, it meant that 
the horse was very strong. I attempted to pull his head up a few more 
times.The horse then got irritated and kicked around wildly, broke 
loose from my grasp and ran away. I ran after it to fetch it. 

That is the last thing that I can remember from that day. I have 
never been able to recollect anything after that. In retrospect, I re-
alize that taking the horse to an area of ‘no grass’ before mounting 
would have been a better idea. Being a good and enthusiastic rider 
I don’t think I could have committed the blunder of approaching 
the horse from behind and getting kicked. My guess is that attempt 
when I would have attempted to mount the horse, the horse would 
have thrown me down and subsequently the horse might have kicked 
me or stepped upon me. It was, in all probability, a ‘kick’ rather than 
a ‘stepping upon’ as could be gauged from the grievous nature of the 
injury I suffered and the fact that I had lost my memory.

However, thinking of the huge, muscular horse, I should consid-
er myself fortunate to be alive. A full-blooded kick of that horse, 
with the huge iron horse shoe nailed under its hoof, could have easily 
chopped a human skull into two. I am more than fortunate to have 
got away. Now that I am on the luckier side of the incident, I can 
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afford to joke about it and take it lightly. But I never take the lessons 
that I learn from incidents lightly. That would be foolishness.

Two weeks after the initial suturing of the wound I had to undergo 
a surgery to rectify my jaw bones. I recovered within four weeks of 
time to join back my training at the Academy. A big scar around my 
right eye and eyelids has remained as reminiscent of that injury.

I recently got in touch with Anupam Gaur, who is posted in one of 
the remote cantonments. He recounted the tale for me. He said that 
when I was trying to mount the horse, it started turning. Anupam 
asked me to turn with it but I did not and moved a little away. I had 
come in line of its backward kick which came sideways at an angle. 
(You don’t have to be exactly behind the horse to get kicked.) 

I lost consciousness immediately. Fortunately there was an army 
jeep nearby and I could be immediately rushed to the hospital.

Training Camps

The training camp ‘Rovers’ at the National Defense Academy would 
often be referred to as the toughest training camp anywhere in 
the world for the under-nineteen age group. The camp saw us run 
through the scorching heat of summers and walk through the nights 
with loads of heavy equipment on our backs. We drank liters and 
liters of water whenever we got an opportunity to drink. Our bodies 
had literally become like machines. I remember noticing how hard 
the muscles had become. When I touched my arm, it was like touch-
ing a hard metal object. It did not feel like skin. 

Yes, we were enjoying the camp. We used to have loads of fun 
and laughter whenever and wherever we got an opportunity; we 
even pulled pranks on each other. Once we had to dig snake trenches 
around our tents before night and because the ground had stones and 
rocks, what we were able to dig was a very shallow trench. The officer, 
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on seeing the trench, said, ‘What a shallow trench! Any self-respect-
ing snake wouldn’t even try to cross it.’

We cannot appreciate the better times enough if we have not 

faced the toughest ones.

Those were not the days of the digital cameras and I was not a very 
camera savvy person either. Most of the photographs I have of my 
training days were clicked by some of my friends and given to me 
much later.

One day when it was drizzling, I went out to fetch the Light Ma-
chine Gun into the tent to keep it from getting wet in the drizzle. 
My friend Ravinder Chauhan was in the tent at that point of time and 
had a camera in his hand. He said ‘Gulia, a photo,’ I pulled down my 
overalls over my shoulders to pose for him. The photograph turned 
out to be a perfect capture of the times of adventure and fun during 
the training. 

Yes, I might have had some weak points too during those three 
years of training but I think overall I did well even in the toughest of 
situations and well enough to be very proud of myself. I also feel that 
I started developing my concept of infinite ability during these three 
years of training. 

There were times when we had to walk and run for miles and keep 
going much after what we thought would be our last step. In any 
kind of task, we could always just go on and on. It made me realize 
that there are no limits to our ability. This concept of infinite ability 
that I learnt during my days of military training would in coming 
times enable me to overcome seemingly unsurpassable hurdles.

The three years of training at the National Defense Academy 
helped me realize certain other facts about life that have been crucial 
lessons of a lifetime for me. Every stage in life is only a learning process 
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and my training at the Academy was definitely an important one. I 
am sharing some of those lessons here.

1. We all have infinite ability stored in us. I learnt and discov-
ered that mentally and physically we have near unlimited energy. 
This, a decade of trials later, would lead to my favourite state-
ment of infinite ability.

Our body and our mind have infinite ability. Our ability 

never restricts us, our thoughts do. If we think we can, we 

can. If we think we cannot, we cannot.

  We learnt this lesson by working through pain, exhaustion and 
fatigue. Carrying an injured or fainted friend on your shoulders 
for miles, in the scorching sun, through the jungles and hills, 
where your own knees could buckle under you out of extreme 
exhaustion at any moment, was a revelation of endurance. There 
is an inexhaustible list of such extremely testing situations.

2. Learn to be proud of yourself. We learn to be proud of so 
many things in our life but it is most important to learn to be 
proud of yourself despite any shortcomings that you may have. 
To be proud of yourself is the biggest asset that you can have. 
This makes you proud of everything else that you are associated 
with, it makes you set high standards of behaviour and conduct 
for yourself and it ensures that you will never give up.

3. Discipline is the key to success. Discipline does not mean 
wearing a uniform and marching in formation. It relates to how 
organized and focused you are towards your work and towards 
the goal of your life.

Discipline will decide where you will reach in your life and 

what you will do with it.
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4. Life does not accept excuses. There is no reason good enough 
to give up whatever endeavour you choose to embark on. In this 
world you will always find two types of people—one, who will 
provide very valid reasons for having failed and, two, those who 
succeed. It is for you to decide which of the given two types you 
want to be.

People may accept your excuses but life will not. It is either 

you succeed or you don’t.

You cannot be defeated unless you accept defeat.

5. Trust Yourself. We were required to hang a framed copy of 
the poem ‘If’ by Rudyard Kipling in our rooms and one phrase 
from that poem got stuck in my mind—‘If you can trust yourself 
when all men doubt you’. 

 This thought has become engraved in my mind and is among 
the most important thoughts in my life. Undoubtedly and in-
variably, there will be times when people will have doubts about 
your dreams and decisions. Learn to trust yourself.

You are your best judge. Always trust yourself.

Effort Is More Important Than the Outcome

I continued to write my diary and poems even during my days at 
the Defense Academy. I was an admirer of nature. I spent a lot of my 
spare time trekking and jogging through the hills. I had a desire to 
do lots of different things with my life. I was an admirer of life too. I 
had always wanted to do things for the welfare of the society. And I 
was sure that I would fulfil these wishes of mine one day. It was only 
a matter of time or so I thought.
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Sometime in my 1st semester I had noted down in my diary,

‘What you have to face in your life might not be in your 

hands, but what you feel is. So, better feel good.’ 

I had been an animal lover since my childhood. At the Academy, one 
day as I was coming out of my room I saw a small squirrel running 
in the corridor. It was a baby squirrel and looked scared. The other 
cadets were running around in the corridor wearing big boots and I 
thought someone may happen to step on this tiny squirrel. I picked 
up the squirrel in my hands and took it to my room. 

My room was on the third floor of the building and right outside 
the window of my room, connected to the window sill, was a flat sur-
face a few inches wide, which ran around the building at that height. 
Squirrels from the trees used to run around on this platform as the 
branches of most of the trees touched the building. I thought I would 
place the squirrel on that platform and from there it could run away 
into the trees and safety. 

The squirrel was definitely scared in my hands. As I gently placed 
it on the platform, in a very unlikely and unexpected manner, it ran 
off the platform and into the air. I knew that the fall would not kill 
the squirrel because the squirrels are designed to survive such a fall. 
The squirrel would spread its limbs to slow the fall but the fall from 
three stories would definitely daze it for a few seconds.

As the squirrel hit the ground with a slight thud, a cat which used 
to usually rest in front of the next building woke up by the sound. 
The cat immediately saw the fallen squirrel and ran towards it. As 
the cat closed in on the squirrel, I saw the squirrel come out of its 
daze and run to the nearest tree. The few seconds of daze after the fall 
proved fatal for the squirrel. By the time the squirrel had just started 
climbing the closest tree the cat caught it. 
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This small incident and the lesson I learnt from it is something I 
would always carry with me. It is a very valuable lesson of life.

At best you can only have good intentions. Whether the 

end result would be good or not, or what the end result 

eventually would be, is not in your hand. Continue your 

good work nevertheless.

Military Academy, Dehradun

After the three years of training at the Defense Academy, I was re-
quired to go to the Indian Military Academy for the final year of my 
specialized military training. This Academy was located in the valley 
town of Dehradun at the foothills of the Himalayas. I had visited 
this place a few times before, during my school days and had taken a 
liking for this place as it was surrounded on all sides by jungles, hills 
and mountain streams. 

Added to that was the fact that here at the Academy, I was a step 
closer to the career I had always wanted to pursue. The freedom to 
live my life my way—that was what I was looking forward to! I 
would also be able to go and meet the girl I loved.

I joined the Academy on 11 of July 1994. The colour of my uni-
form changed from Khaki to Olive Green. I preferred this colour 
more. The schedule at this Academy was not as busy as the Defense 
Academy at Pune but the training camps here were much tougher.

As for me, the semi-final losses still continued. Two or three times 
I missed the first enclosure in cross country by a whisker. In debating, 
twice I was given an honorary third position instead of the decisive 
second which could see me through in the team. On one occasion, in 
a swimming competition I failed by one-hundredth of a second to 
qualify for the finals. Now I could be glad that I was doing well in so 
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many activities, but then I wanted to win too. I had not participated 
and reached that far in those competitions only to lose. 

Losing every time caused pain and frustration, especially because it 
happened at a stage when I would be close to victory. However, being 
a sportsman, I tried to take it with a positive spirit, notwithstanding 
the kind of efforts I had put in to win. At the end of the day it was 
sports after all.

Life is not about giving up. Life is about going on, despite 

the failures and setbacks that may come your way.

If you cannot take a thousand failures in your stride, you do 

not deserve to succeed.

I might not have excelled at a particular sport because I participated 

in a very wide range of sports. Frankly, the experience of participat-

ing in so many activities and sports gave a better feeling than excel-

ling at one would have given me, and given an opportunity again, I 

would still choose to participate in a variety of sports and activities 

rather than strive to excel in one. 

Carry Lessons from Your Past, Not Regrets.

That applies to most of my life. Even if I were given another chance at 
life, I would most probably make the same choices again. I might not 
have excelled at competitive sports but I was always physically very 
fit. My fitness used to amaze even me at times. It was a revelation to 
be that fit. Most people perceive a fit body as something superficial 
like ‘a show of muscles’ or something but it is not so. It is more like 
meditation. 

To have a muscular, strong and healthy body needs tremendous ef-
forts and also has a spiritual dimension to it. It is like self-realization. 
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Your own strength humbles you. I don’t remember a single instance 
when I might have imposed myself on somebody weaker than me be-
cause I was physically stronger. Yes, I did pick some differences over 
principles, that too on very rare occasions, but I never tried to take ad-
vantage on account of my physical strength. Also because ever since I 
was a child I was a sensitive person who could not cause pain to others.

I think achieving the level of fitness that I had was an important 
factor in the realization of my inner strength. Thankfully, I never let 
go any opportunity of extra-curricular activities or adventure. This 
fact made me happy about myself then and it makes me happy even 
today. It keeps you away from regret. I never said, ‘I wish I could do 
this’ or ‘I wish I could do that’. If there was something I wished to 
do, I would rather do it than regret not doing it. I always loved life. 
Life has always inspired me.

Whenever in your life, you are in a doubt over whether 

to do or not to do, you must choose to do.

Rock Climbing

In the middle of the term at the Academy, I got an opportunity to go 
to the hill town of Nainital for a rock-climbing course for 21 days. 
Nainital is a lake high up in the mountains surrounded by tree-cov-
ered mountain peaks on all sides. On one side there is a slight open-
ing between the hills; from there the clouds would float over the lake 
and then float away from it from the other side. The rain, clouds and 
the breeze were an excellent combination. I was awed by the sight 
and feel of the place. For me, it was love at first sight. My love affair 
with this place would last a whole lifetime. 

During the course of the training for rock climbing, we used to 
run up the hills to a point called Barah Pathar (12 rocks). Under 
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the supervision of expert rock-climbing instructors, we would run, 
exercise and rock climb over huge rock surfaces and cliffs. Walking 
face down from a very steep, high cliff, with the rope tied around 
your waist, which you gradually released with your hands, was the 
most thrilling experience of rock climbing. This rock-climbing 
trip to Nainital was one of the most beautiful experiences of my 
life till then.

Parachute Jumping 

At the end of the first semester we had a one-month break before the 
final semester would begin. Instead of choosing to go home, I chose 
to go for a course in para-trooping (jumping from a flying plane with 
parachutes). It was not a choice many would consider even otherwise, 
let alone during holidays. But when I had the opportunity, I would 
not want to let it go. I was planning to join the Special Forces. In com-
ing times, I would need to do these jumps as a routine during my pro-
fession. But, as a thumb rule, I always took the first opportunity I got.

Never put away doing things. Always take the first 

opportunity you get.

I was not the only one. There were 21 other cadets from my course, who 

chose to go for this course. Barring a few disciplined ones, everyone in 

this group was most mischievous and would come up with some or the 

other prank, all the time, making the course memorable in more ways 

than one.

We would go to watch movies and if ever a film turned out to be 
pathetically boring, we would go back and praise the film so much 
with imaginary scenes and descriptions that the others in the group 
would go to watch the movie the very next day. 
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We would get eatables from the market and the whole group of 
boys would attack the packet in a way very similar to the way the 
players attack the ball in a game of rugby. There would be a pile up 
of 22 guys on the top of the packet of food trying to reach for it and 
after devouring everything, they would say ‘I think it was something 
made of potatoes’. Sometimes, just for fun, we would bring in an 
empty cardboard box and pretend it was a box of eatables. Everyone 
would pounce on it with the same spirit only to discover that it was 
actually empty. 

Only a person who has jumped from a plane can know what thrill 
para-jumping is. Standing at the open door of a flying plane and look-
ing down at the vast fields below which looked like small rectangles 
from that height was no less than staring at certain death. Even with 
the parachute behind your back, one knew for sure that if the para-
chute failed to open, even God could not save him. In cases where 
parachutes have not opened up, the remains of the parachutist have 
had to be collected from the fields into a sack with the help of shovels 
and brooms. It is like I say, ‘if you want to really experience what fear 
of dying is without actually dying, do skydiving’.

To be safe in this activity, one has to give his 200% in the prepa-
ration for the jump. There is absolutely no scope for error. There is a 
period of extensive training which has to be taken very seriously and 
then it is an acid test of your ability to stay calm and focused even 
under a state of extreme fear. It is not a tandem jump where you jump 
with an expert who handles everything from opening your parachute 
to your landing safely. Here you have to be the expert yourself. There 
are no second chances.

I had always been an adventure lover and would always be. Adven-
ture gave me an opportunity to experience life at its extremes. There 
is an extreme of fear, extreme of efforts and extreme of pain, followed 
by an extreme of jubilation on completing it successfully.
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Many people mistake adventure as ‘taking risks’. According to me 
adventure is not about taking risks, it is about eliminating the risks 
with your preparation.

The Final Term of the Training

In the January of 1995 we reached the final phase of our training. The 
last six months of my training were to go now. Although the final 
term already meant a lot of freedom as we were now the senior-most 
trainees, it also meant moving close to our dream. The end of the 
term meant the moment of the fulfillment of our dream. After spend-
ing four years of the prime time of our youth in extensive training 
with little or no freedom, we were now going to be commissioned as 
officers into the Indian Army. 

I had always loved freedom and space. The job would give me these, 
and now that finally I would be earning a salary, I would have the free-
dom to do so much more besides pursuing my chosen career. I would be 
able to make up for lost time and finally live my life the way I wanted. 

Through our days of schooling and training we were told to work 
hard and focus on our goals because once our career was in place, we 
could have all the time to enjoy life and pursue other interests that 
we had. This is what I had worked towards for the past many years 
of my life. 

I wanted to ride motorbikes and travel the world on a bike. I want-
ed to go and meet the girl I loved. I wanted to pursue my hobbies 
and interests and I wanted to enjoy my life with more freedom. With 
all the years of hard work behind me, I thought I deserved every bit 
of it. Nothing could now possibly stop me from doing all these and 
fulfilling my desire to do many more meaningful things with my life. 

Sometime in the middle of the term I received a letter from my 
girlfriend telling me that it would be very difficult for her to wait for 



52 In Quest of the Last Victory

me as her family was pressurizing her for marriage. I was heartbroken 
but I did not have a choice. I still had a few more months of training 
to go. If she could wait these few more months I would be able to 
go to her, and from there on I could manage things. I was very close 
to the most important goal of my life (which included her). Would I 
lose her? I did not want to. I hoped she would still be there at the end 
of five months. I had promised that the first thing I would do at the 
end of my training would be to go and meet her. I hoped all would 
be well. I hoped I would not lose her at the very time I was so near to 
the position where I could ask for her hand in marriage.

During the middle of the term, a group of us were sent to an army 
regimental centre down south on a training visit. It was to be a rou-
tine visit but something different was in store for me. On my travel 
by train to the place, I developed some rashes which caused so much 
pain that I couldn’t sleep the whole night. I wasn’t sure what it was. 

When we reached the place, I thought of reporting it to the doc-
tor. The doctor diagnosed it as ‘Herpes Zooster’. It was a version of 
chickenpox which infects adults. It being a contagious disease I was 
put in an isolated ward which was located in a big compound with a 
few rooms. There was no one in that ward besides me. I had carried 
this disease with me from the Academy where many trainees had 
been infected with it. No one in this new location was affected by it. 

Had there been other patients with this disease, I would have at 
least had some company here. Here I was in an enclosed compound 
with no one and no activity to do. No newspapers, no TV and nothing 
to do. It would take me a few weeks to recover fully. I was alone the 
whole day, doing nothing. I did not get to see any human throughout 
the day. I was not allowed to go out. I exercised, read one book that 
I had purchased on the train while coming here and slept quite a bit. 

I had always been a very active person and found this state of idle-
ness miserable. This phase made me collect an excess amount of mental 
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and physical energy. I wanted to get back and run faster than before. 
I wanted to recover at the earliest and get back to my training other-
wise I would have to repeat the last six months of training and that 
would be such an unnecessary pain. It was also very important for me 
to complete my training on time so that I had the chance of meeting 
her too. 

Finally, on my persistent persuasion, the doctor discharged me a 
couple of days earlier than what he would have preferred. There was 
hardly any time left and I had to catch up with the training and studies 
for the final exams which were just around the corner. 

Back at the Military Academy, I got engaged with the prepara-
tions for the final academic exams which were now just two days 
away. I had to clear all the papers to be able to complete my training. 
I worked very hard and even studied overnight. 

The results came out. I had cleared all the papers in my first at-
tempt, whereas a lot of my batch mates had not cleared all subjects. 
They would be taking another attempt in a few days’ time.

 I had already cleared all the physical tests at the mandatory lev-
el and even at the higher level. The last mandatory exercise was a 
grueling seven days of a training camp, marching through the jun-
gles, loaded like mules with equipment, weapons and ammunition. 
Marching through the night, step after step, would be a memory I 
would carry with me all my life. This exercise had been named af-
ter and in memory of the war fought by the ‘forgotten army’ of the 
Second World War, when they fought the Japanese armies on the 
north-eastern frontiers of India, in the jungles of the Northeast and 
Burma. It is said that in this war the jungle and the terrain conditions 
were so tough that for each soldier killed by an enemy bullet, twenty 
used to die of diseases and other terrain or climate related reasons. 

Since this exercise had been named after such a war, it had to live 
up to the expectations, as far as the ‘tough conditions’ part of it was 
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concerned. On the first night of the camp, we marched the whole 
night through a dry mountain stream in the jungle. I had heard that 
two cadets would be chosen to be sent on a helicopter reconnaissance 
the next day. I wanted to be one of them. It was as grueling a march as 
could be, especially because our bodies were not used to carrying such 
heavy loads. We hoped it would be easier once our bodies got used to 
it. By the time we reached our destination for that night, it was 4 am 
already and everyone was completely exhausted. 

While everyone was near to collapsing from exhaustion and wait-
ing for the first opportunity to fall down into a sleep, I approached 
my officer and enquired about the helicopter reconnaissance. The 
next day I got the opportunity as the officer had recommended my 
name for it. I have mentioned this incident here to reinforce the fact 
that whatever be the conditions I would never give up an opportunity 
to experience new things in life. 

The next day, one of my batch mates and I were sent for the heli-
copter reconnaissance and fortunately we had to wait the whole day 
in the jungle. This gave us an opportunity to give rest to our tired 
limbs; we slept to our heart’s content. At the end of it we got to fly 
in a helicopter too. An extra effort at the right time often gives won-
derful opportunities later. 

The camp continued through the week. We even had to do our 
own cooking in the jungle and it is not at all romantic, as one 
would be inclined to think, to cook in a jungle, especially under 
such a grueling schedule. I had read that the soldier fighters in 
earlier days could survive and fight for days with only a fistful of 
roasted gram with jaggery taken down with water. I thought of 
trying the same and was carrying the same in my pouch. It worked 
wonders. I never felt exhausted or hungry in the entire week, while 
other friends of mine, who preferred to carry chips and biscuits, 
had a tough time.
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At the end of the camp we were given 24 hours to reach the Acade-
my back on foot, carrying all our equipment on our backs. It is a near 
non-stop march. And if we do not complete it in 24 hours, we would 
be required to do it again. That is the motivation which keeps every 
one walking through the night and day.

The camp was so exhausting that at the end of it every one slept 
for two full days without waking up. The cadets would be sleeping 
in the lawns and verandahs and wherever they fell when they reached 
back. While everyone slept on their return, I bathed, changed and 
went to the café for some good food. I was that confident about the 
state of my fitness. Once back in my room I called a junior and told 
him to wake me up after two hours, in time for the evening tea. How-
ever, I woke up the next day. When I called the junior and scolded 
him for not waking me up, he said that he had knocked hard on my 
door for a long time but I did not wake up. 

The training camp was over and only a little time and a ceremonial 
‘march past’ was all that separated me from my dream career in the 
Indian Army, something that I had worked so hard to achieve. The 
beginning of the career was a dream everyone was looking forward 
to. Only a person who has been through the four years of rigorous 
military training would know what it means to complete it. The day 
the training gets over is a day every trainee is desperately waiting for. 
Nothing could now stop me from reaching there. All the goals of 
my life were just around the corner now with no hurdles on the way. 
Nothing could possibly stop me now.

Completing the training was never a challenge for me. I knew 
I would do it come what may. I was among the fittest. During my 
four years of training at the Academy, I had earned the nickname 
‘The Terminator’, from my seniors, juniors and my batch mates, for 
my resilience and the ability to beat the odds. I had done well. I was 
happy and I was proud. 
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In two days time we were to make a choice about which force we 
would want to join. I went to my Battalion Adjutant, who was a 
paratrooper himself, and told him that I wanted to be a paratrooper 
and join a ‘special forces’ regiment. Specifically trained for undertaking 
the most dangerous and challenging operations, this regiment was 
considered the toughest, the bravest and the proudest of all forces. I 
hoped I would get to join it. 

I remembered the day my seniors had laughed at me and predicted 
that I would change my mind in four days of tough training. Four 
years of tough training and I had not changed my mind. I was glad 
and I was proud. If we succumb and compromise our decisions and 
choices when faced with tough and trying conditions, we make a se-
rious compromise with our pride as well. It makes us weak, as we are 
not prepared to face difficulties thereafter.

There is nothing that can render us weaker and more 

vulnerable in coming times than when we choose to 

compromise with our dreams, decisions, choices or principles.

Never compromise on your dreams.





4
Appointment with Destiny

The Accident—Fate Strikes Hard

During our training in the Army, we were told that if, in a battle 
scenario, you think of three probable routes that the enemy 

could possibly attack you from he will actually attack you from the 
fourth one. The same is true for our lives as well. We don’t get our 
set of challenges and difficulties from where we are expecting them 
to come from. We should be prepared to accept and take on any even-
tuality whatsoever.

Although all mandatory activities for completing the training 
were over, there was one competition still left to go. It was an inter- 
company infantry obstacle crossing competition. It was not even a 
mandatory activity. I would have still become an officer had I not 
participated in it. But it was a prestigious sports competition for the 
company to try and win and I was the captain of the team. 

An infantry obstacle course is a set of seventeen obstacles spread 
over an area of the size of two football fields. It consists of various 
obstacles for military training such as beam balances that you have to 



58 In Quest of the Last Victory

balance and walk over, pits you have to jump across, walls that you 
have to climb and cross, ramps that you run and jump over, bars to 
cross with different means, ropes that you have to jump, grab and 
swing with and tunnels and barbed wires that you have to crawl un-
der. This competition culminates with a few waist-high bars that you 
have to jump over to reach the finish line. 

A company team of fifty young men goes over the obstacle course 
at one time and each individual is timed to see which company has 
performed the best and deserves the trophy. In the previous semester 
I had missed the first enclosure by a whisker. This time I was the cap-
tain of the team. Not because I was the best but because I was good 
and being a hard task master, I could prepare the team well. 

The 29th of April 1995

The day of the final competition was here. My company was slated 
to go over the obstacle course at 5.45pm. I came out of my room 
at around 4pm, ready in the big boots and overalls (the dress for 
the competition). I locked the door, put the keys in my pocket and 
buttoned the pocket. I wasn’t nervous or excited. I had been through 
so many such competitions. This was like a regular routine. I didn’t 
think this was going to be any different. 

I had grown up playing among such obstacle courses. I jogged to the 
obstacle course ground feeling the stiffness of my muscles and the air 
moving in and out of my lungs. The smell of the dry grass was in the 
air. This day I could sense that I had excessive energy in me. The energy 
accumulated during the seven days of forced isolation in the hospital 
was still there. I wanted to run fast. I also remembered her and hoped 
she would be there for me, now that only a few days were left for my 
training to get over. The team got together and we started doing some 
warm-up exercises. There was still time for our turn to come. 
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Other companies were going over the obstacle course turn by turn 
to furious cheering from their supporters. The company before us 
started its attempt and now it was our turn. We moved to the start-
ing point of the obstacle course to occupy our positions and get into 
formation. As we lined up there, waiting for the starting shot to be 
fired at 5.45 pm on the 29 of April 1995, I was eager to do well and 
was cheering my team mates to put in their best performance. We 
stood in rows of four as a maximum of only four could cross an obsta-
cle efficiently at a time. I was in the second row with four guys in the 
front row. We were jumping on our toes ready to take off, waiting for 
the shot to be fired. 

This was going to be routine. At this moment, as a matter of 
chance, I happened to look in the direction of the audience. There 
was a well-organized audience sitting in chairs under colourful cano-
pies, along the length of the field. The scene suddenly struck me. It 
probably reminded me of the audience that, years ago, had watched 
the race in which I had come last as a child. Maybe it reminded me of 
the laughter of that audience too.

I was seeing a very similar audience. Suddenly, I had a surge of 
adrenalin. I was excited and I wanted to run very fast. It seemed as if, 
all of a sudden, all the frustration I had suffered on my past close loss-
es and failures in different matches had come back to haunt me and 
instigate me. This generated an excess of energy and spirits in me. 

The shot was fired and I took off with a burst of speed. I was a good 
starter in running. I could take off with great speed, maybe because of 
my muscular built. Within a few seconds I had moved past everyone 
and was ahead by a few yards. I ran a few steps and jumped over the 
eight-foot pit. Another few steps and I walked over the zigzag balance. 

I started climbing the ‘high ramp’. This is a simple obstacle con-
sisting of a set of parallel bars to reach a platform at a height of eight 
to ten feet, to jump over. As I reached the obstacle, my speed slowed 



60 In Quest of the Last Victory

down a little as I had to climb. All the other runners were right 
behind me. 

I reached the top of the ramp at high speed and as I was about to 
jump, I got a strong push from behind. The push could have been de-
liberate; but then that can happen in sports. The push and my speed 
made me trip and tumble at high speed. In the next fraction of a sec-
ond I was heading, head forward, towards the ground at a devastating 
speed. Falling straight head down on solid ground from that height 
and at that speed would have meant certain death. 

With my whole body weight behind me, every bone in my skull 
and neck would have got broken and crushed beyond repair. The pos-
sibility of my imminent and instantaneous death had shrunk in im-
mediately and a deathly yell came out of my throat. I had a fraction of 
a second or two more with me before I met the ground and my more 
than certain death. 

One fraction of a second made me see ‘rolling over into a somer-
sault’ as a hope and I went for it. It was a reflex action. I put every bit 
of my energy to tuck my head in for a somersault. My fall, however, 
did not permit a proper somersault; my body was not in a position to 
go in for a somersault straightaway. But, in that moment, that was 
my only hope for life. 

As I tucked in my neck and began the somersault, I hit the ground 
with a deafening thud. The lower neck took the complete impact of 
the fall and the weight of my body. It was like a million volts of cur-
rent had passed through my body in an instant as I rolled over the dry 
ground several times before coming to a halt facing up. 

My body had literally disappeared. I did not have any sense of my 
body. I could not feel anything. It seemed that my body had ceased 
to exist. I had lived a lifetime feeling the presence of my body. It felt 
weird. I was bodyless. I could only see straight up at the sky. 
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My body… Where was my body? I could not feel a body below 
me. In an instant, all senses from my body had vanished. It felt un-
imaginably weird. My course mate and friend Pasbola bent over me 
looking into my eyes and said, ‘Gulia move, come’. 

With the air that was still left in my lungs, I said ‘You go, I am 
coming’. He dragged me out of the way of the coming runners to 
prevent further harm lest somebody jumped on me and moved off. 
The runners passed by and I lay there seeing the clear early evening 
summer sky. I couldn’t feel the presence of my body below me. My 
body did not exist. 

The last few words that I had spoken had taken the breath out of 
me. I tried to pull in a breath but could not. I could feel very little air 
moving in and out of my mouth, just enough to keep me alive. I could 
only move my eyeballs and scan a part of the sky above. A few very still 
and small shreds of white clouds in the sky was all that I could see. I 
wondered if I was alive. I wondered whether I had met my end and 
whether this was the way to heaven. Was this bodyless feeling death?

All I could see of me was the sides of my eye sockets and my nose. 
Maybe I was dead. If I was alive where was my body? Why couldn’t 
I feel it?

The Battle for Survival Begins

A bespectacled doctor in army uniform came running followed by 
some medics and knelt down beside me. 

I forced a whisper, ‘I cannot breathe, I cannot move, I cannot feel 
anything. I cannot feel my body. Where is my body?’ I said. The doc-
tor instantly, and very fortunately, knew what had happened to me. 
His knowing what had happened to me was crucial as he would be 
able to give me the right attention, which was the first crucial factor 
for my survival. 
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He knew what had happened to me. I did not. My spinal cord had 
got fractured and dislocated at the neck and the connection of my 
brain with my body had been severed. In common man’s language, 
my neck had broken and my body completely paralyzed, and in all 
probability, forever. 

The stretcher was placed next to me and on the doctor’s instruc-
tions, six people, on the count of three, lifted me gently and very 
carefully to move me on to the stretcher. Pillows were kept around 
my neck and body to keep my neck from moving. I was taken to the 
ambulance quickly. I was finding it impossible to keep my senses. 
Random incidents from my life were flashing through my mind at 
dizzying speed. 

At times I enquired about my team’s performance and at times 
I asked to inform my parents about the accident that I had met. I 
told my company commander accompanying me, ‘Sir, please tell my 
parents not to worry’. Inside I was very calm because I knew very 
strongly that only my calm could get me out of this. Nothing else 
mattered. It was only the survival that mattered. From my condition 
and the commotion outside among the doctor and the other staff, I 
had figured that something potentially fatal had happened to me. 

My best buddy Kuldeep (who had not participated in the event that 
day due to a sprained ankle) got into the ambulance with me hold-
ing the pillows around my neck in place. The ambulance moved and I 
could see the canopy of trees passing overhead. I was losing breath and 
I needed to breathe badly but I couldn’t call out. I couldn’t breathe. I 
decided to keep myself as calm as possible and to keep my senses. 

Being a sportsman and a swimmer, I knew that the more tense 
I got, the more breath I would require and I did not have a breath, 
therefore, breath or no breath, remaining calm was the best and the 
only option I had. That was my only hope. The ambulance reached 
the small army hospital of this cantonment town. I was lifted from 
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the ambulance with absolute care by medics and carried into a cubicle 
in the intensive care unit. 

I could sense a flurry of activities with the hospital staff running 
all around to fetch/organize things as the doctor shouted out the in-
structions. I was carefully lifted off the stretcher and carried onto the 
bed. My body was not to be moved at all. An oxygen pipe was insert-
ed into my nasal passage to assist me in breathing. But it irritated my 
nose badly from inside making me want to sneeze, something I could 
not do because of lack of air in my lungs. I was choking badly. I whis-
pered to have the oxygen pipe removed. Very little air was moving 
into my lungs and I decided to manage somehow with that little air. 

My clothes were to be removed. The doctor brought in a big set 
of scissors and with the help of the staff, very carefully, cut off my 
dress. The dress was cut off because removing it otherwise would 
have caused my body to move and that could have complicated my 
injury further and any error here could be catastrophic. 

A lot of different life support devices were connected to my body. I 
did not even know what all. I could only see the drip on a stand next 
to me. Since I could not move my head at all, I could see only six tiles 
of the roof right above me. I could make out the shape of the person 
standing next to me but I could see the person only if the person bent 
over me. The doctor was in regular conversation with the orthopedic 
specialist doctor 600 kilometers away in the state capital, taking in-
structions about attending to me. 

The medical procedures to be carried out were being explained 
over the telephone. Every medical procedure that was performed on 
me and that caused my body to move was a torture. A portable x-ray 
machine was wheeled in and the doctor assisted by the staff prepared 
to take the x-ray. A metal plate was pushed below my neck. The pain 
made me shriek even without air in my lungs. Two junior doctors 
pulled my shoulder down as the x-ray was taken. My breath stopped. 
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It was as if life would seep out of me. I wanted to tell them to stop or I 
would die, but I could not speak. The procedure was repeated several 
times. At every procedure I hoped it would be my last. But that was 
not to be and I survived all of them. 

At the end of every procedure, the doctor would look at me and 
say ‘All well?’ I would reply with a casual smile ‘you nearly killed me’ 
and every one would laugh. The tension would ease. I tried to make 
myself comfortable. If anyone talked to me, I smiled and responded. 
Most of them were amazed that I was still smiling despite being in 
such a terrible condition. 

A traction weight was tied around my neck; it hurt me badly. 
It was very uncomfortable but I was told it was necessary to keep 
my neck and spinal cord straight. The flurry of medical activities 
and procedures continued. The commotion in and around my room 
gradually died down and I was left for the night. I lost track of time. 
Capt. Pankaj Kumar, my instructor at the Academy and an ardent 
supporter of mine, sat by my bedside and we talked about random 
topics into the night. 

Once the topics exhausted, he dozed off in his chair. But I could 
not sleep. Random scenes from my past life were moving in my mind 
at dizzying speed, like rolls of film on a projector. The film would 
get stuck at times and then start rolling again. It was as haunting an 
experience as could be. I was enduring it. 

I closed my eyes and imagined myself marching through the jun-
gles and mountains and streams, step after step after step. Every step 
appeared as if it would be my last but I kept forcing myself to put 
step after step after step into the eerie silence of the night. It was the 
longest night of my life. It felt like a lifetime of a dark night that I 
had to walk through. I walked like a man drunk. I walked like a man 
possessed. I kept walking. 
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Finally, out of that darkness, the first glow of daylight and the feel 
of morning emerged. Activities around me resumed. Doctors, staff 
and visitors, kept moving in and out of my room one after the other. 
My friends, course mates and staff from the Academy kept visiting 
me to support and encourage. The wall next to me got covered with 
‘get well soon’ cards. A friend hung the photograph of a majestic 
tiger and another stuck a life size poster of my favourite movie actress 
on the wall in front of me. 

My parents arrived. They had got the message and had been trav-
elling overnight. My father broke down when he saw me and he was 
taken out. My mother did not break down on seeing me. But I knew 
well that my father had cried only in front of me and that my mother 
had not cried only in front of me. 

The specialist doctor arrived. He had travelled overnight by train. 
The uncomfortable traction tied around my head and neck was re-
moved. My head was shaved off with an electric razor. The doctors 
then came in with a traction device to be attached to my head. This 
traction device appeared more like some kind of a torture device. Two 
holes were cut and drilled into the skin on both sides of my rear skull 
and this clamp was screwed tightly onto my skull bone. I groaned 
loudly through the painful procedure. 

Once the clamp was in place, a weight was tied to it and hung 
behind the bed. This ensured that my neck did not move at all. The 
doctors were in regular discussion and instruction sessions. The diag-
nosis was fracture dislocation of the C4, C5 and C6 vertebrae of my 
neck, resulting in complete paralysis of my body. It meant that I had 
no voluntary control over my body and that I had no sense anywhere 
in my body. For me my body no longer existed. 

Fortunately for me, my vital organs, my brain, lungs and my heart 
were working fine. The doctor’s prediction was ‘The first three days 
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are crucial. If he survives three days, he may live.’ During the years 
and years of playing sports and taking on challenges by choice, I had 
trained my mind to focus only on ‘what can be done?’ and do that 
with complete sincerity and discipline. 

I was focused. I was going to make it. Failure was not even in the 
mind. It is not that I felt I could not lose. I knew I could lose the 
battle, but I was not afraid of losing. I knew this was not a situation 
I would be out of in a day or two. Patience would be the key to my 
survival. I would need every bit of it. 

I closed my eyes and returned to my walk through the night. I 
was walking with a load on my back, step after step after step. I was 
thoroughly exhausted but I kept forcing myself to put one step in 
front of the other. The condition was having a toll on my body. My 
condition gradually deteriorated. If I felt a sneeze or a cough build-
ing up, I could not do anything about it as I did not have enough 
air in my lungs to cough or sneeze. I managed by making a harsh 
groaning sound in my throat which somewhat compensated for the 
cough and I moved my nostrils in awkward ways to kill the feeling 
of sneeze. 

The back of my head started hurting because of being continuously 
placed in one spot and position without moving. Every two hours I 
was turned a little on either side and talcum powder was applied on 
my back and body in order to try and prevent my body from develop-
ing open pressure sores/wounds because of lying in the same position 
continuously and not having any sense of pain. Almost anyone get-
ting my kind of injury in those times used to end up with these sores. 
The pressure sores could be fatal in most cases. The survival rate for 
people with my kind of injury was extremely low.

I could not scratch my nose if I wanted to. I tried drinking liquid 
by a straw that was put in my mouth but it was horribly difficult to 
swallow the liquid. The first time I tried drinking water I choked 
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badly. It took me a long time of thumping on my chest by the doctors 
to get my breath back. I did not try to drink again for a few days. 

Eating was out of the question. While I could chew something 
soft I couldn’t swallow it and eventually it had to be taken out of my 
mouth. I don’t remember getting any sleep. Day after day after day, I 
lay there awake. It was very difficult to kill the time when I was alone 
and especially at night as I lay there. I tried re-living every moment 
of my life. I ran the routes, trekked the hills, did my physical exercise 
routines and I went over the likeable and unlikeable incidents of my 
life repetitively. I went over the cherished moments and the horribly 
painful and humiliating memories—the falling in love when I was 
fourteen and it lasting over the years despite being able to commu-
nicate with her only through letters. And that last letter from her! 
Would she still be waiting for me?

I wondered what she would be doing now. I wondered whether 
she would ever come to know what fate I had met. I had promised 
her that I would come to her as soon as my training was over. Now 
I might never be able to go to meet her and she may not even know 
why. Would she doubt my intentions when I won’t come? I wished 
I could tell her to move on with her life but there was no means to 
communicate. Maybe it would only be better that she thought wrong 
of me and moved on with her life.

I re-lived all my memories. One day I was looking at the ceiling 
of my room when a spider caught my attention. It was diligently 
making its web thread after thread, never even stopping for a break. 
I took a liking to watching the spider work tirelessly. The spider 
became a friend for me in that room. It was always there. Every other 
day the spider web would be wiped off by the cleaning staff of the 
hospital and every time the spider would start again. The spider and 
I were fighting a similar battle. It was a battle of survival against 
repeated setbacks, every time starting from a scratch. 
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A placard with ‘DIL’ written on it in red, big and bold capitals was 
hung by my bedside. Although the word would have meant ‘heart’ 
in Hindi, it stood for ‘Dangerously Ill List’. I was on the ‘Dangerous-
ly Ill List’ of the hospital. Basically, it meant that things could get 
complicated for me and I could die anytime. I talked to the staff, the 
visitors and anyone I got a chance to talk to. Talking and listening has 
always been a great learning experience for me. 

I was told by the doctors that I would soon be airlifted by a heli-
copter to the main military hospital of the country, in the capital city, 
Delhi. This was the hospital where I was born. Yes, fate was taking 
me there a third time now. The doctors told me that I would be op-
erated upon in that hospital to rectify the fractures of my spine. They 
were only waiting for me to stabilize a little before they could make 
that transfer by a helicopter. This trip could prove fatal for me in my 
present condition. 

My condition, however, deteriorated. I would get such high fever 
that I would lose my senses and start muttering unconsciously. Ice 
packs would be kept over my face and head and cold water sprayed 
on my face to get my senses back. At other times, I would shiver 
badly for hours. As I had no senses in my body any problem in my 
body got detected only when it would reach the peak of complica-
tion. My body could not bear the heat as there was no sweating. The 
body temperature rose immediately. Heat was intolerable and so was 
cold. I shivered till my jaw muscles pained from shivering. Fortu-
nately, I had always forced myself to work harder than my body could 
normally take. I had always exerted my abilities that extra bit. This 
was probably the reason that I was able to take the torture that I was 
going through. 

I lay flat, without moving, for fifteen days in this hospital. It ap-
peared like many lifetimes had passed by. My body had shrunk to the 
bones. My hands appeared as if only a thin layer of skin was covering 
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them. There were no muscles or fat left in my body. Was my injury 
gradually taking me to a point of no recovery? I was not this weak 
even when I was born. I wondered how wonderful it would be if I 
could just turn to a side and go to sleep. I wondered how wonderful 
it would be if I could pour cold water on my head and have a cold 
water bath. 

The beauty of life is that the lesser you have, the more you 

appreciate it.

The Torturous Transfer to Delhi

The day finally arrived when the doctors found me in a condition to 
be transferred to Delhi. A helicopter was arranged. I wondered how 
I would make it to Delhi alive, in this condition. This was the small 
four-seat helicopter that I had flown in before, as part of training ex-
ercise in that final camp. The rear seat hardly had the space for a per-
son to lie down straight and one junior doctor was to accompany me. 
The front two seats would be occupied by the pilot and the co-pilot. 
Fortunately, I wasn’t too tall. 

Everyone wished, hoped and prayed that I would make it. I did 
not know whether I would or how I would. But I was not worried. I 
was willing to face any eventuality that I might have to face. 

Having nothing to lose is a very empowering feeling. When 

you are not afraid to lose anything, you are not afraid 

to face anything.

I was shifted into the helicopter. The sunlight fell directly on my 
face as the helicopter had its top half made of glass. The rotors were 
making a very loud noise. I would not be able to ask for any help for 
the two hours that the helicopter was expected to take to reach the 
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hospital at Delhi. I could not hear any one and no one would be able 
to hear me. 

I was by myself. Just before I was to be shifted into the helicop-
ter, I had asked the junior doctor accompanying me to carry a few 
bottles of water and to keep spraying it on my face from time to 
time to keep my temperature from rising. The rest I knew I could 
manage. The flight was a torture. I really did not know whether I 
would make it and I was not bothered either. The doctor accom-
panying me kept spraying water over me as I had asked. To make 
things worse, the helicopter had problems in locating the hospital. 
There was no smoke signal at the helipad as was expected. Without 
the signal, they could not locate the hospital and even if they did, 
they could not land. 

Somebody had goofed up and hence there was no smoke signal. 
As a result, it took us six hours to reach, instead of the expected time 
of two hours. In between, the helicopter even landed for refueling at 
some air force base. Finally, after six hours, as the sun was setting, the 
chopper landed at the army hospital where I was born 21 years back 
and I was in a situation which was worse than when I was born. I was 
transferred to an ambulance and taken to the intensive care unit or the 
‘ICU’ as it was commonly referred to. I had survived another battle.

The ICU

The ICU was dimly lit, air-conditioned and very silent, with various 
life-support machines making low beeping and electronic sounds. It 
had an eerie and scary atmosphere about it. I could make out that 
there were a number of other beds and other patients too, but no one 
spoke. I was told later that all the patients in the ICU were patients of 
serious cases like open heart surgery, or brain surgery and other such 
cases. Since most of the patients were unconscious, no one ever spoke. 
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I was put in one of the beds and all the devices and traction equip-
ment were attached to me again. There was silence all the time. To 
add to it was the smell of medicines and disinfectants. It does not 
really help make one feel better. The visitors were rarely permitted 
inside. Only one visitor at a time was allowed to meet me and that 
too after he had followed all the necessary sanitizing procedures. 

Since my injury I had hardly slept. Maybe it was because my position 
was always extremely uncomfortable. Not being able to sleep made it 
even more difficult for me to pass time. I had re-lived and recreated ev-
ery moment of my past life so many times in my memory that my past 
looked like yesterday. I could re-live any moment of my past life at any 
time. Cut off from all other inputs from the outside world, my senses 
and imagination had developed manifold. I could close my eyes and go 
for a jog through the hills. I could experience climbing those mountains 
and hills again, with a mixture of rain and sweat on my face. 

I further started doing calculations in my mind, multiplying 
two-digit numbers, three-digit numbers and finally four-digit numbers. 
Gradually I became good at it. There was some electronic device in the 
room that was making a beeping sound intermittently. I started count-
ing its beep. I would count the beeps up to 1,600 times and then reverse 
count back to zero. I found that following this exercise once would mean 
passing two hours. I could count and calculate at the same time. 

I enquired from the staff about the other patients in the ICU. They 
would tell me about those who were there and also about the new 
patients that came in. I don’t remember anyone getting better and 
going out of the ICU during my stay. Most of the patients left this 
ICU dead and in body bags. At times, I would be feeling thirsty and 
would ask the staff for water to drink, only to be told that I would 
have to wait a little, as they were packing up someone who had died. 
In their communication, ‘wicket down’ was the expression that the 
nursing staff would use to refer to patients who would die. 
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One day a very old woman was brought in. She would shout and 
scream and pull out her support devices. She had to be tied to her bed 
with straps. She would speak non-stop all the time. I could make out 
that she could not see. She had heard that there was someone called 
‘Navin’ the staff used to talk to. I was pretty much a favourite with the 
staff wherever I went because I never cribbed or complained and also 
always cracked jokes. In this ICU, I could never figure out when it was 
day and when it was night unless I asked someone for the time. Once, 
this old woman broke free from her bed and began to fumble around 
among the beds calling out my name again and again. I held my breath 
and prayed that someone from the staff should come before she discov-
ered me and pulled off my support devices and maybe attacked me too. 
Fortunately, the staff came in time as she was nearing my bed. Five to 
six people were required to get her strapped back to her bed.

Coincidences of My Life 

One day the head nurse at this hospital was taking rounds of the wards 
and came visiting me. While I was talking to her, I happened to men-
tion that I was born at this very hospital twenty-one years back. She 
was very surprised. She asked me my date of birth. She told me that she 
had been on duty in the maternity ward the day I was born. She had 
worked at various hospitals all over the country and now she was back 
here at this hospital when I was fighting for a second chance at life. 

After some days (I don’t know how many), I was taken for an op-
eration. Bone grafting was done on my injury and the pressure on my 
spinal cord was relieved. Some days after the operation, I was shifted 
from the ICU to a room in the surgical ward for recovery. I had come 
out of that ICU alive!

The traction load remained tied to the clamp which was drilled 
into my skull. I remained in the same state. Gradually I was able to 
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eat and swallow, little at a time, but I had to be fed carefully. The tor-
turous bouts of very high fever and shivering continued. With no air 
conditioner in this ward, bearing the heat was intolerable. To get my 
temperature down, an air cooler and a table fan were directed towards 
my face and chest which were covered by wet towels and ice packs. 

In the month-long ordeal, my body had been shrunk to the bones. 
The muscles had degenerated to zero. I looked like a skin on the bone 
structure. I had become weaker than when I was born here twenty-one 
years back. Then one day I could suddenly move my shoulders and 
the feeling returned to the shoulders. I could gradually shake my 
arms in their place a little. The muscles were so weak that I couldn’t 
do more than just shaking my arms a little in their place. 

I gradually started moving and exercising my arms. One day it 
took me an hour to gradually drag my right hand, a millimeter at a 
time, with small jerky movements and reach my nose. I scratched my 
nose with a shabby movement of my hand. For the first time after be-
ing in bed for over two months, I was able to scratch my nose. I could 
gradually fold my arms but I could not straighten them. Someone 
would have to straighten them for me. Since only my biceps worked, 
my arms could only bend and not straighten. Only one side of the 
muscles in my arms worked. My fingers did not work at all. 

A Visitor

Having visitors from the family and relatives was a regular thing but 
one day I had a visitor I was least expecting. She came to visit me. 
One of my friends had informed her about my accident. I could not 
move as she sat next to my bed and talked to me. I told her that I was 
gradually getting better now that I could move my hands a little. 
She told me she had got married and apologized to me, but I cut her 
short and told her that I was glad that she could move on with her 
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life. In any case, a very uncertain future awaited me. She told me that 
she would visit me regularly till I recovered fully. That was kind of 
her but I told her firmly that she should not come to see me again. 
She should move on with her life. I also told her that though it may 
take quite long for me to recover, once that happened I would inform 
her. I bid goodbye to her with a promise that when I was back to my 
normal health, I would definitely let her know.

Being in bed and with hardly any activity around me to add to my 
awareness and knowledge levels, I continued with my counting and 
calculation hobby that I had developed at the hospital. With time, 
my mind grew efficient with mental calculations. I had been working 
my mind and brain for two months now. One day, a nurse was having 
a problem with a chart she was preparing. The numbers in the rows 
and the columns were to be added and the grand total of the row 
totals and the column totals had to be the same. But she was not get-
ting it correct and she couldn’t even find the mistake despite trying 
several times. I asked her to hold the sheet she had been calculating 
on, in front of my eyes. She did, and I was able to tell her the mistake 
immediately and I was also able to tell her why she was committing 
that mistake in the first place.

My injury and the period that I spent at the hospital seemed like 
an extreme form of meditation to me. It was like a tapasya (penance) 
done to discover and understand life beyond what can be compre-
hended by the senses. When I use the word ‘penance’, I do not mean 
to associate it in any way with the feeling of guilt. For me, penance is 
subjecting oneself to a state of extreme conditions, usually suffering, 
to be able to attain something beyond the worldly and materialistic 
aspects of life. It helps you unravel the mysteries of life, giving you a 
better and a higher understanding of life. 

When our body and senses function normally, our mind gets so 
congested with inputs from all directions that it is unable to reach 
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the stage where it can reflect on and analyze higher issues. We cannot 
think. We cannot meditate. Only when I was restricted to a hospi-
tal bed, without the ability to move my body, I began to think and 
meditate like an ascetic, and derive more meaning out of life and 
understand life better. 

Should I consider myself fortunate or unfortunate to have gone 
through this ordeal? I have always considered myself the most for-
tunate person alive, not for the things I lost but for the things I got. 
Some people find it very difficult to consider themselves fortunate, 
especially under difficult and trying conditions. Somehow I never 
found it difficult. There has never been a moment in my life when I 
have not considered myself the most fortunate person alive. And that 
has been the key to my happiness. 

Two months after my injury, on June 28th in 1995, a cloudy and 
rainy day, I was flown by a military aircraft to a specialized hospital 
in Pune for my rehabilitation from spinal injury. As a matter of coin-
cidence, this was the very day I had joined the Defense Academy four 
years back in 1991 in this same city. This hospital would be my home 
for a little over two years till July 1997. 

When I reached this hospital, my traction was finally removed 
from my skull. What a relief that was! I felt much better and com-
fortable. However, the sleepless nights continued. Fate had brought 
me back to square one. From the peak point of my career, when I was 
just about to enter the next stage, I was dragged back to a state of 
having absolutely nothing in my hands—much behind my friends, 
course mates, or anyone my age. And the question was ‘Will I be able 
to survive, leave aside catch up?’ 

One night when I was not getting sleep, I asked the nurse who was 
on night duty at the ward if she would mind scribbling down a poem 
I wished to write. She very willingly agreed as she also had nothing to 
attend to right then. The poem was titled ‘Dunes of Sand’.
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Dunes of Sand
To this world I came, I came innocent, with nothing, absolutely nothing in 
my hands

Here I lay, here I crawled, searching for something in these lonely dunes of 
sand

Because deep in my heart lay the dreams, the dreams of a distant dreamland

Every inch and second I sweated and toiled for the desire to create

Stopping at times to watch the dreams come true

Coz the energy for my dreams, from my dreams I drew

And at times to rest before starting again, needing to rejuvenate

I walked in the day and I walked in the night, till I reached the gates

The gates of my dreamland with a feeling that success creates

The love, the life, the feeling and the ambition, mine

Were all for me to have an experience so divine

When to touch it, to feel it, all that I had to do was to stretch my hand

It disappeared, faded away, leaving me in my dunes of sand

Under the starlit sky, in the cool breeze, like a soldier slain

I lay on my back and closed my eyes, to dream again

As a beginning always follows an end

I got up and with mud dirty hands

Began to collect and clear the sand

For a new dream, a new dreamland

For surely yes, this is life, you lose and you get

You break and you make

You dream and you desire, you work and you sweat

And whatever else that it may take

To create in the dunes of sand, your own, very own, dreamland.





5
An Arduous Journey Back to Life

As a sportsman I had learnt to face situations when one felt down 
and out and still strove to get back. However bad the situation 

might be, one always made every effort only to recover and get back 
into the game. Sports had drilled this quality into me. Just like in 
football, even if you are losing by four goals, you only look at how you 
can win from there. The difficulty of the task was the challenge. It 
can be true for life too. I was going to strive and get back. Giving up 
was never an option I gave myself, in life or in anything else.

I did not know how I would do it, but that I would, I was sure. 

I had started feeling the return of senses in my body. There was 
some movement in the muscles of my arms. And I was sure in my 
mind that I would get back. I would fight back. I would survive. I 
started by moving my arms as much as possible. Initially I could only 
drag and fold them. Gradually, I learnt how to straighten my arms 
with a jerky throw from the shoulder. 

With physiotherapy and exercise, my arms started gaining 
strength. I started by lifting a cotton pillow over my head, up and 
down. There was a time when I would do this exercise lifting a weight 
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of forty kilogram; now I was doing it with a pillow and that too with 
such great difficulty. Once my arms became comfortable with the 
pillow, I had it replaced with a small but heavy sandbag. 

I had a rope hung above me in the form of a loop. I could hook my 
hand over the loop. I could not hold the rope as my fingers did not 
work. They don’t work till date. I would do pull-ups by hooking my 
hand over this loop. My arms became stronger day by day. The nurse, 
on her round of the ward, would hold my wrist everyday and ask me 
to pull it to check how much strength I had gained. One day she held 
my wrist and said ‘pull’. I pulled and she fell on top of me. 

The Gradual Comeback

After I spent three months lying flat in the bed, the physiotherapists 
started working on preparing to make me sit. After months of remain-
ing in the same horizontal posture, it wasn’t easy for me to get used 
to being in a vertical position again. This happens with most spinal 
injury patients. The physiotherapists would tie me on a tilting bed 
and then gradually turn levers to bring me into a standing position 
while I was tied to the bed by straps. 

The blood would drain down from my head and I would vomit 
and faint. My heart was no longer used to pumping blood against the 
gravity. They would take me back to the horizontal position again 
to help me recover. This process continued till the time I became 
comfortable in the sitting position and I was somewhat ready to be 
shifted into a wheelchair. 

During this period I had also started reading. I had books hung 
over my bed with a clamp in such a way that I could read. I also had 
an empty chess board hung over my bed and I would play and imag-
ine moves on that empty chessboard. I had never played chess before 
my accident. I began from the basics but made good progress. 
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The training that my mind had gone through during the past four 
months in terms of imagination, calculation and analysis helped me 
make good progress at learning chess. Still bedridden, I had taken 
admission in a two-year master’s degree course in Indian history at 
the Pune University. My family, friends and relatives dedicated their 
lives to support me during this phase. 

Finally, the day came when I was to be moved from the bed to 
a wheelchair. Once in the wheelchair, I immediately fainted as the 
blood rushed out of my head and I had to be shifted back into the 
bed. This shifting to and from bed to the wheelchair continued for a 
while, till I could finally sit in the wheelchair without fainting. I was 
able to sit but my body felt very unsteady, as if it would tumble in 
any direction at any time. 

I was tied to the wheelchair with a seat belt. The doctor who super-
vised my being moved into the wheelchair predicted, ‘See, one day he 
might be able to push his wheelchair himself. That’s the maximum he 
might be able to achieve’. I started trying to push the wheels with my 
palms and thumb the first time I sat in the wheelchair. It took me an 
hour to wheel a few yards and I was thoroughly exhausted at the end of it. 

Initially I could sit in a wheelchair for a very short period of time 
only and most of the time was still spent in bed. I spent this time 
reading, playing chess, doing calculations and exercising. Gradually, 
my sitting time in the wheelchair increased. I made it a point to 
wheel myself inch by inch around the ward, meeting other patients 
and the hospital staff. I became popular with the entire staff and pa-
tients of the hospital for my cheerful attitude and my hard work. The 
doctors and nurses would give my example to other patients. When 
any of the patients would be depressed, a word would be sent for me 
to go and visit that patient. 

My exercising continued and gradually I started going outdoors 
on my wheelchair. I would have to struggle very hard to move the 
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wheelchair, yet I insisted on doing it myself. Wheelchairs those days 
were not as sophisticated as the modern ones are and it was really 
tough for one to push the wheels. To add to the troubles, my hands 
did not work properly. 

Usually, any one passing by would start pushing my wheelchair af-
ter seeing my plight, even without asking me. This was something I 
did not appreciate. However hard it was, I wanted to push my wheel-
chair myself. There were slopes at various entrances and to avoid fall-
ing forward and to maintain my balance I would move in backward 
direction to go down the slopes. With great efforts I would make it 
to the bottom of the slope moving backwards when someone would 
come from behind and push me back up thinking that I was trying to 
go up the slope. I would have a hard time trying to convince people 
that I wanted to push my chair myself. Finally, I had it painted on the 
back of my wheelchair in bold capitals ‘DO NOT PUSH’. 

My thumbs would hurt and my palms had developed many cuts 
and bruises, but I made it a point to wheel two kilometers up a gentle 
slope in the hospital every day. It used to take an Everest of an effort 
to climb this slope every day. My wheelchair had an alignment defect 
and it pulled badly to one side making it horribly difficult for me to 
move it and I could not even find someone who could correct the fault 
in the wheelchair.

I played a lot of chess. Nearly all my spare time was spent play-
ing chess. I played with anyone who was available or I played with 
myself. I found chess similar to football in the way that both games 
are so tough and energy consuming that most people avoid playing 
them. Both games are tremendously challenging. It was chess and 
calculations which took my ability to understand logic and calcula-
tions to a higher level. It taught me to analyse and speculate how one 
of the possible moves could lead to a host of probabilities in the next 
and a much larger number in the one next to that. Planning even a 
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couple of moves ahead meant that you had to take care of a very large 
number of possibilities.

I tried my best to make good use of all the time that I had. I did a 
lot of things, making the best of what I had. At the same time, I some-
times wondered what the future held for me. With this injury, what 
could I possibly do now; what could I achieve in life? I needed two peo-
ple to shift me from my bed into the wheelchair and vice versa. Here, 
in the hospital, the staff was there to help me but how I would manage 
once I was back home. What work or job would I be able to do? I 
couldn’t imagine or think about how my life would be in the future. 

Around this time (the middle of the year 1996) I was presented 
with a computer, thanks to the insistence of my elder brother. 
Being always inclined towards outdoor activity and sports, I was 
rather scared of computers. I had a near phobia. I did not want to 
work with computers. Computers were not very common those days. 
One had to write programs and commands with the correct syntax to 
be able to operate them. Computers were not as much fun as they are 
today. I started by playing chess and other games on the computer. 
However, I gradually developed an interest in computers. I was able 
to beat the windows chess software at the expert level, and with the 
chess software from IBM, I was able to draw a couple of times. 

I wanted to study computers now, and I had to find a way how I 
could do that. There was a technical institute right next to the hos-
pital but it did not have a course on computer education. I met with 
some senior members of the management with a suggestion to in-
troduce a computer course. Fortunately, things worked out and they 
decided to start a computer course in the new academic year. I joined 
the course. A lot of young students too joined the course. The place 
was about 500 meters from my hospital ward and I would wheel my-
self to that place every day. It would take me half an hour to wheel 
the distance from my hospital ward to my classroom. 
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I could write a little with a thick marker pen stuck between my 
fingers, but that way I could not take down lengthy notes. I had to 
memorize most of the lessons as much as I could while the lessons 
were taught in the class. Thankfully, the mental training I had put 
myself through during the past months of recovering helped me. I 
scored 99% and topped the course. My story was covered in the local 
newspaper immediately thereafter and later in a national newspaper. 
I started receiving letters from all over the country. I was so popular 
in the area that a letter with just my name and the place on it would 
reach me. No other details were required.

Developing a Winning Edge

During my course at this institute, I took part in a chess competition. 
I could not even lift and place the moves myself on the chessboard. 
I used to speak out the moves and the referee would move the pieces 
for me. I won the initial games comfortably to reach the semi-final. 
I still had butterflies in my stomach. I had often lost in semi-finals 
in most of the games and events in the past. Now I was to play the 
semi-final again and I had the best and the most popular local player 
pitted against me in the semi-final. 

The other semi-final players had weaker opponents. If I would 
have been in the other pool I would have reached the final comfort-
ably. But I had to play the toughest player in the semi-final. Everyone 
felt proud of this player and cheered for him. I was alone with only 
my cousin on my side. 

You will never get life and situations in life on your terms. 

However, you can choose to deal with them on your terms.

In the initial stages of the game, I made a blunder and the opponent 
gained an unbeatable advantage. He already had an air of victory all 
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about him. My only chance now lay in making him commit a bigger 
blunder than I had made. I did not give up. I stuck to this window 
of opportunity I might get. If there was any chance of success, I was 
going to take it. I started taking a lot of time to make my moves. 
This was within the regulation but would play on the nerves of my 
opponent. 

I took every possible minute I was allowed by the time restric-
tions. Move after move, I delayed playing my moves to the maxi-
mum, till the last available second, to make the move. I could make 
out that my opponent was desperate to finish the game and celebrate 
his victory. My taking a lot of time in a game that I had almost lost 
gradually started getting on to him. His irritation, while I reflected 
and pondered over every move, was clearly visible. 

The pieces started shaping out in a way and I saw an opportunity 
of a blunder I could possibly make him commit. I maintained my 
normal casual look as if I had no real plans up my sleeve except delay-
ing my defeat and played the required moves. Body language plays 
an important part in chess as in any other competitive game. Your 
body language can give away your intentions. Nothing in my body 
language showed that there was an imminent blunder. 

The move from where I could push him to a point of no return 
came and after making my move I looked away to my right casually 
just like I did after my previous moves. He committed the blun-
der and I dictated my next move within two seconds. My making 
a quick move shocked him back to his senses as it meant that I had 
succeeded in some plan. He looked at the board carefully and within 
a few seconds he realized his mistake. He was now pulling his hair 
and moving around like crazy. He took off his shoes and sat on the 
table instead of the chair to impose himself and get back into the 
game. The game was nearing the end and I was not going to let him 
get back now. Over the last moves, I kept my calm and he finally 



84 In Quest of the Last Victory

admitted defeat. There was utter silence in the crowd. I felt the crowd 
should have appreciated my win. So what if I was not a local favou-
rite! Having said that I think I should admit he was a better player 
technically. Had I not committed the initial mistake which put him 
at ease (this was his mistake), he wouldn’t have lost. 

With the best player out, I comfortably won the final game the 
next day. 

Your ability to win not only involves your skills but also 

your attitude.

At the awards function, there were very few formal claps for me and 
when the second guy, who was a local, walked up there was a roar of 
applause. Frankly, it did not hurt me that I got less applause despite 
winning but I did feel strange that people could be so insensitive. If 
the audience did not know about sportsmanship and couldn’t appre-
ciate a good performance what had I to do about it. I wish I had a 
better story to tell on that part but then that is how it was. 

Though the victory could have meant more to me with a better 
response from the crowd, I had still got my victory. It was not my 
victory over someone else. It was my victory over myself. It was my 
victory over my own fears and apprehensions. It was my success at 
maintaining my calm and not giving in to the fear or emotions. I was 
a different person now and the trials and tribulations that I had gone 
through had a lot to do with it. Especially, my enhanced patience and 
calm were a result of the testing period I had gone through. 

Nothing can possibly teach you better than what tough 

times can.

I was nearing the end of my two years at the hospital. I could have 
taken up a case to be retained in the Army or be employed by the 
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Army but I chose to move out because I felt I could do more produc-
tive work outside the Army. I had great respect for my organization, 
the army, and I would not want to be a liability on my organization 
just because it was their moral responsibility to take care of me.

I had new visions and dreams. To begin with, I wanted to join col-
lege as a regular student and get a master’s degree in computers. Hav-
ing joined the Defense Academy at eighteen, right after school, I had 
never been to college. I wanted to go to a college and start afresh with 
new dreams. I decided on taking up a master’s degree course in Com-
puter Management from Symbiosis Institute of Computer Studies and 
Research, under Pune University. It was quite a sought-after institute 
and to get an admission there one was required to clear an entrance 
examination consisting of papers on general knowledge, IQ, logic and 
calculations. Since I could not use a pen and paper to calculate, it made 
the exam much more challenging for me. It would be a real challenge 
to clear it and I wondered if I would make it. There were a very large 
number of students competing for admission to this course. My IQ 
was definitely of good caliber but by calculating in my mind would I 
be able to compete with those who had the advantage of using a pen 
and paper to calculate and find answers? I was still in the hospital 
when I appeared for the exam. But I cleared the entrance exam.

Discharged from the Hospital and the Army

It was the July of 1997 when the final paper work and all formal-
ities for my being boarded out of the Army were completed. After 
spending four years of training and two years in the hospital I was 
discharged from the hospital and the Army. 

My final medical sheet read ‘Permanently medically 100 per cent 
disabled. Will need two attendants twenty-four hours a day and will 
need assistance in everything he does for the rest of his life.’ 
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I was back to civilian life. This was a different and a much tougher 
battle but my four years of training had already given me what I 
would need in order to win every battle of my life, ‘an indomitable 
spirit and attitude’. I had hardly got the time to adjust my routine at 
home and now I was faced with a second bigger challenge. I needed to 
travel five kilometers (one way) everyday to attend ten hours of reg-
ular classes. With my injury and condition it was nearly impossible. 

How would I manage? I did not know how I would do it but that 
I would, I was sure. 

This was my first step towards getting back to life. I started by 
taking an auto-rickshaw along with a help. My wheelchair would be 
put into the rickshaw with a great deal of difficulty and sometimes the 
driver would complain that his rickshaw was getting spoilt. Shifting 
me into the rickshaw was an even greater challenge with its small en-
trance and a narrow bench kind of a seat. Two to three physically fit 
individuals were required to shift me into the rickshaw. It was very 
tough. I managed travelling to the college for the first year by rickshaw.

A Fresh Start: Going to College

On the first day at college, everyone was introducing themselves to 
the faculty and the students in the lecture hall. One after another the 
students introduced themselves. I was very nervous inside. This was a 
world which was alien to me. I had never even seen so many people in 
civilian clothes at one time. The classroom appeared full of colours as 
everyone wore clothes of different colours. I did not know how people 
would react to me. When my turn came, I introduced myself in brief 
and to the point. ‘Hello friends! I am Navin Gulia. I did my gradu-
ation from the National Defense Academy and one year of training, 
at the Indian Military Academy. At the end of this training I injured 
my spine in an obstacle crossing competition and my whole body got 
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paralyzed. I had to undergo two years of hospitalization and now here I 
am to do this course. Your friendship and understanding would help.’

I could not break the shyness I had developed during my years of 
military training owing to lack of interaction with the outside world 
and also because of my own shy nature. I would be there 15 minutes 
before the beginning of any lecture—all bathed, shaved, combed and 
well dressed. Even if I tried I couldn’t be late, whereas here almost 
everyone came late for class. Students would mostly begin trickling 
in after the class had started. 

I felt self-conscious whenever a girl would talk to me. I remem-
ber when one girl bent close to talk to me I nearly shifted out of my 
wheelchair trying to move away. It was funny. I wasn’t used to inter-
acting with girls. But during my college days I gradually got comfort-
able talking to them and in fact most of my good friends happened 
to be girls.

I took notes with the help of a recording device and with the help 
of friends. I made all the calculations in my mind. I was also able to 
deduce lengthy computer programs in my mind. The mental train-
ing I had put myself through during my days in the hospital bed 
helped. There were times when the teacher would write a problem 
or a program on the board and the class worked furiously in their 
notebooks to come up with the answer sooner than the others. A few 
times I was able to do the calculation and come up with an answer 
before everyone else without using a pen and paper. 

Fortunately, I had a wonderful group of classmates who were al-
ways willing to help me. They used to carry my wheelchair 40 steps 
in and out of the lecture hall every day. 

I scored 68 per cent marks in the final exams (71 per cent was 
the highest score). I had not aimed for the highest. I just wanted to 
do well in my studies and get back to life and I had achieved much 
more than that. Most of my friends and classmates appreciated my 
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performing well but there were a few, including some of the faculty, 
who thought that the good marks probably had some sympathy fac-
tor attached to it. It did disturb me initially but in the end it did not 
matter. I knew this course was just one of the many things I would 
do in my life. It was just a beginning. I was pretty happy with what 
I had achieved.

In life often people will try to downplay your performance or 

achievement. It should not bother you and you should move 

ahead towards your bigger goals.

The Question of Mobility

Mobility was a major issue for me all the time. Moving from one 
place to another was difficult as I had to depend on the availability 
and willingness of others. For the past two to three years, my mind 
had been continuously working on finding a solution. 

Imported battery-powered wheelchairs were not affordable at all 
and a battery operated wheelchair did not provide a complete solu-
tion to my problem of mobility. A powered wheelchair was useless 
where longer distances were involved. With a powered wheelchair I 
would only be able to move in and around the house. It was a very 
local solution. 

I worked on the idea of a petrol-driven three-wheeled scooter but 
the question of carrying the wheelchair with me and an attendant, in 
addition to the factor of stability of the vehicle and handling the con-
trols, made it near impossible for me to go for that option. I worked 
at it day and night and finally I gave up. 

Till that time, such scooters with support wheels were considered 
the only solution of mobility for the physically challenged people. 
But they were fine only for people who could walk with crutches and 
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calipers and not for a person like me in a wheelchair with limited 
hand controls. I could choose to go with a battery-operated wheel-
chair in the end, but I decided not to. I started thinking one step 
higher. I started considering cars. A car could give me the stability, 
the space and the independence I needed. It would also put me at 
par with everyone else on the road. Driving a car was an idea which 
people did not consider possible for physically challenged in those 
days; they would laugh and say, ‘Have you seen the traffic these days? 
Even a normal, able-bodied person cannot drive. How do you expect 
to drive in this traffic?’ But I was convinced I could. 

Putting aside all the criticism of and skepticism for my idea, I 
decided to go ahead with it. The famous line ‘If you can trust your-
self when all men doubt you’ by Rudyard Kipling in his poem ‘If’ 
would be the driving force in my life. I never thought of paying atten-
tion to the next line of the poem and maybe thankfully so. The idea 
of an automatic transmission car seemed feasible to me. All I needed 
was the break and accelerator to be hand-operated and I would be 
able to drive I was sure. New cars with automatic transmission would 
cost a massive amount of money, way out of my reach. After hunting 
for some time, I found a ten-year old second hand automatic trans-
mission car. I used the grant I had received from the army, to buy a 
powered wheelchair, for the purpose of buying this car instead. It had 
a hand-operated break but the accelerator was faulty. After working 
on adjusting the hand controls to suit my need and making an appro-
priate arrangement for the accelerator, I took to the road. 

Thanks to my brother who encouraged me and accompanied me, 
I took to the road on the very first day and drove 20 odd kilometers. 
I drove slowly, taking extreme care, but I was beginning to get the 
hang of it. Things appeared tough and complicated when I started to 
drive, but my strong point was that I still did not mind hard work. 
I worked on practising my driving and it got smoother by the day. 
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It was exhilarating. It was like I had got my life back. As I drove 
I saw the road pass by below me. I was moving. I had the power. I 
had the freedom. The freedom to travel was back. Driving made me 
rediscover life!

I went to college. I went out with friends. Driving got me back 
into life with a bang. I drove cross country, through the jungles and 
hills, through the dirt tracks I once ran, jogged and trekked on. 
When I was in the driver’s seat I was no longer disabled. I was at par 
with any other driver on the road. I loved driving through the jun-
gles. I would take my car off the road and into the jungles on the dirt 
tracks and at times off the tracks into the cross country terrain too. 

I drove to the lake side on many evenings. There was a treacherous 
dirt track which no one dared take; I took that and it led me to the 
water. I would often go there. For me then, there could be no better 
feeling than to park my car by the side of the lake and to look at the 
ripples on the evening lake. And then one day I drove through the 
clouds and mist up the 22-kilometer climb to the top of Sinhgarh 
Mountain. This was the mountain that, as a trainee cadet, I had run 
up on and trekked, carrying luggage on my back. Once on the top 
of the mountain, I got out of the car, shifted into my wheelchair and 
sat near the fall overlooking the valley, the lake and the hills beyond. 

The cloud, the mist and the biting chill on the skin gave an ecstatic 
pleasure as I had a cup of hot tea from my flask. The experience was 
overwhelming and rejuvenating. I was back to life.

The Battle with Licensing Authorities

Over a period of time, I started driving longer distances like 200–300 
kilometers over hills and mountains. I had procured a learning driv-
er’s license. Driving and travelling so much was considered unthink-
able for a person with the kind of injury I had. One day I read in the 
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newspapers about three local boys who had ridden their motorbikes 
to the highest motorable road, the ‘Khardung La’ at 18,380 feet. This 
was a mountain pass in the Himalayas in the northern extremes of 
India. That inspired in me a dream. I wanted to achieve a similar feat. 
It was unmentionable at that point of time; it seemed like a fantasy 
even to me. Discreetly I went over the maps of the route, making sure 
no one saw me contemplating such a thing. 

How could I manage so many days on the road in such hostile 
terrain and extreme cold weather? I did not know how I would 
do it but that I would, I was sure. After six months of practice at 
driving, I went to the transport authorities for obtaining a permanent 
driving license. The official I had to deal with was very discouraging. 
He refused to give me a driving license. He said to me ‘See, I am new 
to my job and don’t want to take any chances’. His ground for refus-
ing me a driving license was that he thought that giving license to a 
person with my kind of disability could be risky for others. 

The fact was that I could drive safely, much safer than many other 
people. I do not believe in rash driving. I would not have done that 
even if I had not suffered this accident and had not been in a wheel-
chair. My point was that if I had been denied the license on the basis 
of inadequate driving skills or any drawback in the modifications of 
my vehicle, then it would have been justified, but in this case it was 
their personal apprehensions. This could not be a valid reason for re-
fusing me a chance at driving and preventing me from trying to lead 
an active life. There was no law under which they could refuse a driv-
ing license on the basis of disability of the person if he was fit enough 
to drive. And if law permitted, I was going to get a license anyhow. 

I wrote a letter to the local newspaper regarding the issue and it 
got published. Letters in my support started pouring in. The media 
took up my case. A reporter travelled with me in my car and carried a 
full-page article with photographs on my driving abilities and skill. 
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I also applied to the higher authorities in Mumbai. I drove three 
times to Mumbai over the nearly 400 kilometers of the old narrow 
road in the hills between Pune and Mumbai to take a two-kilometer 
driving test in the streets of Mumbai. Finally, after one year of pursu-
ing the case, written orders were given by the transport commissioner 
of Mumbai asking the local authorities to issue me a driving license. 

I wrote a letter titled ‘Doubly Able’, to the newspaper, thanking 
them for their support in my battle. If I had to put a million times 
more efforts than others at achieving things that other people could 
get easily, why should I be called a disabled? I should in fact be called 
Doubly Able. My final extensive driving test was conducted in Pune 
and I was given a driving license. It was a big achievement for me. 

The second year at college was better. I had a good time. In the 
final exams, I scored 66% to complete my master’s degree with a first 
class. After completing my postgraduation, I chose not to work in the 
corporate sector much to the dismay of my friends and family. It was 
a phase of time when with a degree in computers I could have got a 
good job anywhere in the world, if I tried. I, however, wanted to live a 
life, where I could feel close to nature, where I could feel unchained. I 
wanted to do so many things. Teaching children was one of the things 
I wanted to do. I took up a job teaching computers at an institute and 
later at a school. The principal of the school gave my example to oth-
er teachers saying that everyone should try and emulate the kind of 
equation I shared with my students. There was never a single case of 
indiscipline from my students and they were always very enthusiastic 
to attend my class.

A Promise is a Promise

Now that I was leading a normal life and was out of the effects of my 
injury, I also wanted her to know that I was fine. But I did not want 
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to disrupt her life in any way. I was happy thinking she had a happy 
life and that she had moved on but I remembered my promise to let 
her know that I had recovered and was leading a normal life. But how 
would I be able to do it when I had no contact details of her? I did not 
know where she was. I wondered and hoped that one day I will be so 
successful that she would come to know.

The Bigger Battle Ground

Pune was a comfortable place to be in. It had pleasant weather most 
of the time, which made things comfortable for a person with a spinal 
injury. A little cold would make me shiver uncontrollably and even a 
little heat became intolerable. The city also had good medical facili-
ties. Everything was within reach in this small town. I had also made 
a lot of friends here. Yet I felt restricted in this place. I wanted to do 
much more with my life.

Moving to Delhi appeared one mountain of a decision. With ex-
treme cold in winters and extreme heat in summers, Delhi was not 
really a comfortable city to live in, especially with my injury. With 
its fast pace, the city also did not seem favourably disposed towards 
people with special needs. But, at the same time, it seemed to be a 
city of opportunities. 

When in life you are faced with a number of different 

options, always choose the toughest one. This will ensure that 

you achieve the maximum out of your life.

I took my decision and in the year 2001 I moved to Delhi. The first 
year in Delhi was the toughest. To sustain myself initially I opened a 
small coaching centre where I taught mathematics, science and other 
subjects to school children and also to students preparing for various 
competitive entrance exams, including the National Defense Academy. 
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I also travelled to the villages to teach the village children and to 
motivate them to do well in their studies. I would tell them about 
the benefits of having good educational qualifications and abilities. I 
had always wanted to work for the welfare of the society even when 
I was training to be an army officer. I felt I owed it to the society 
to contribute my bit for its welfare. From then on I began to nurse 
a dream of some day being able to work full time for the welfare of 
the lesser privileged children. I realized that the future of our society 
depends on the welfare of these children and the best contribution 
we could make to the society would be to give a better life to them. 
Education of the coming generations, according to me, is the solu-
tion to most problems that exist in our society and the world today.

Here I was, struggling to get back to normal life and at the same 
time I was dreaming of working for the welfare of the society. Would 
I be able to do it? Somehow, I was sure one day I would be able to 
dedicate myself to the cause of the welfare of the lesser privileged 
children and the society at large.

Your goals may appear difficult to begin with or may seem 

impossible, but there is no goal that you cannot achieve 

if you consistently work towards it over a considerable 

period of time.

I lived in Gurgaon, a suburb of Delhi, where both the heat and the 
cold were unbearable. In the heat of summers, I used to pour bottles 
of cold water over my head to cool my body. I would take two or three 
cold water baths during the day. In winters, I had to carry a gas heater 
with me all the time and still a lot of my time was spent shivering 
uncontrollably. 

My old car (13 years old now) did not have a heater or an air-con-
ditioner, which made travelling difficult. However, I soldiered on to 
gradually get adjusted to the place. In the beginning of 2002, I heard 
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about a flying club that had been opened in a place 70 kilometers away.
It was on the outskirts of Meerut city, where I had done the last five years 
of my schooling. It had micro light flying facility and powered hang 
gliding, which interested me. I wanted to fly. I resolved I would not let 
this opportunity go by. I collected my funds and headed to the air-strip. 

Fortunately, I found a very encouraging staff there. I took to the 
skies in a microlight aircraft, a small two-seater plane, to begin with. 
It was wonderful to be flying. The freedom and the thrill you feel 
cannot be expressed. And I personally feel that freedom rubs on to 
your thinking as well. 

After my trials with the microlight aircraft which had open doors 
I got to try my hands at the powered hangglider. It was love at first 
sight with the hangglider. A powered hanggglider was basically a set 
of open wings with a seat below it. It gave the most real feel of flying 
in the air. Chasing eagles at 12,000 feet was the high point of this 
flying experience. 

When it had been projected that the maximum I might be able 
to achieve in my life would be pushing my wheelchair myself, I was 
flying with eagles. Unfortunately, the 9/11 attacks in 2001 brought 
this flying club to a close temporarily, as the authorities were now 
cautious about anything that flew. 

Though I loved adventure, it was never a reckless hobby. It had 
never been. Adventure for me was an attempt to live and experience 
life at its best extremes. Adventure, as I say, is not about taking risks. 
Adventure is about eliminating the risks with your efforts and prepa-
ration. I never got injured or hurt while taking part in adventure 
sports. Adventure is also like meditation. It was a proof and state-
ment and experience of my concept of ‘infinite ability’. 

Adventure is not about taking risks. Adventure is about 

eliminating the risks with your efforts and preparation.
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I wanted to make a mark in the field of adventure sports one day. If 
I would be able to do it, it would be my perfect revenge with fate, 
besides experiencing the joy of doing it. I was pursuing adventure 
sports but with my injury it was a big question whether I would ac-
tually be able to make a mark in this challenging field. How I would, 
I did not know then, but that I would, I was sure.

Despite being labeled by medical science as ‘permanently 100% 
disabled’, I was more sure than ever that one day I would definitely 
fulfil my dreams with adventure sports. Medical science might have 
classified me as permanently 100 per cent disabled, but I was sure one 
day I would define my ability on my terms. 





6
Aiming for the Impossible

Khardung La: The First Attempt

For quite some time, I had been dreaming of driving up to Khar-
dung La, the highest motorable road in the world. I began to 

work towards it. However, I could not gather enough information 
about the place and how to reach there, since information was not 
readily available over the internet at that time. The only information 
I had been able to collect was that the route to Leh was via Manali and 
that it was snow-free only for two months in a year. The latter piece 
of information, however, proved wrong later. 

Though I had just this meagre information, I had no intention of 
abandoning my dream. Ever since my injury I had come to cherish 
life even more and I did not want to put anything away for a later 
time. If you want to realize your dreams, you need to take the plunge 
at some point. When one attempts something new, the conditions 
will never be perfect. However, your determination can be perfect. 
I was certain that I was going to make it to Khardung La. I did not 
know how I would do it, but that I would, I was sure. 
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I don’t look at reasons for not doing a thing. I look at 

reasons for doing it.

As soon as I announced my intentions for undertaking such an ex-
pedition, there was strong opposition from everywhere. Given my 
disability, my friends and family put in every effort to discourage 
me from even contemplating such a misadventure. People travelled 
from far and near to convince me to change my mind. But, like 
always, I again drew my strength from Rudyard Kipling’s poem 
‘If.’ ‘If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you’, reminded 
me that if I believed in myself I would be able to accomplish this 
feat as well. 

I started preparing. I began to work on myself and my car. On 
my paltry budget of INR 2000 (USD 45), I got the car overhauled 
to make it safe and comfortable for the expedition. My cousin Dhar-
mendra and his friend Upender were my first willing companions. 
We prepared for the journey to the best of our abilities. Our budget 
was low and information insufficient, but the desire was strong. We 
packed everything we thought we could need during the journey. 
Many would have mocked us for attempting to undertake such an 
expedition in an old and dowdy car and with such limited resources. 
However, what others thought hardly mattered to me now; in my 
heart, I was sure I wanted to do it and I was prepared to deal with 
whatever came in the way. 

If the difficult was easy, everyone would have accomplished 

it. It is because it is not, that only a few will.

There were also people who were quite encouraging. My biggest con-
cern was that amongst the three of us who were to go on this expe-
dition, no one knew anything about the mechanical functioning of a 
car. What would we do in case the car broke down during the journey 
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and needed to be repaired? I had been driving for quite some time 
but I had little mechanical knowledge about the vehicle yet. 

I assumed that if the passes were free from snow for only two 
months, it might be the two hottest summer months of May and 
June. This assumption was to be proved wrong later. It was an early 
evening of the 20th of May in 2002 when we set off. This was because 
the heat of the plains would be bearable only during the night and we 
wanted to avoid the terrible summer heat during the day. 

We took off at around 5.30 p.m. and were waved off by friends and 
family. A local TV channel covered us. The weather was hot and to 
keep myself cool, I had to pour water on my head at regular intervals. 
I drove through the city and reached the highway, which would lead 
us to the mountains 350 kilometers away. Into the night I drove. 
After a few hours of sleep in the town of Ambala, we started driving 
again at 4 a.m. and the first light of the day saw us climbing the 
hills. It was a 250-kilometer climb to Manali. The road through the 
mountains was full of hairpin bends and my car lacked an electrically 
powered steering wheel. I lost count of how many times my arms 
turned numb while handling the steering wheel. 

However, I just kept driving. Whenever I thought I had no more 
energy left in my arms, I managed to draw energy from within and 
continued with the driving. We reached the mountain town of Kullu, 
which is famous for its folk traditions. Beyond Kullu, the weather 
started getting cold. It was while I was driving with the river on one 
side and steep mountains on the other that I fell in love with this ex-
pedition. I could see the mountains surrounding Manali and Rohtang 
up ahead. Ever since, I have travelled this route so many times that I 
have lost count. 

Finally, after climbing the mountains throughout the day, we 
reached Manali as the evening was falling. We got into the nearest 
budget guestroom that we could find to take a break for the night. 
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While I chose to rest and recover, Dharmendra and Upender went out 
to buy certain things we might need on the way (like packaged food) 
and to collect information about the condition of the roads beyond 
Manali. 

The information that they got was not very encouraging. They 
learnt that the snow-clearing machines had just recently cleared a 
passage through the snow and right now the entire route was at its 
treacherous best. However, there was no question of turning back. 
We stocked ourselves with some eatables for the journey and prepared 
to start by early next morning. 

We had a long way to go. We started very early. Despite my advice 
to them to wear warm clothes, Dharmendra and Upender were both 
determined to make it to Leh in t-shirts and shorts. They were trav-
elling in a closed and warm car and were taking it easy. They had no 
idea what lay in store for them. I did not argue. The climb beyond 
Manali was getting steeper by the minute. As we neared the Rohtang 
top, there were walls of snow on both sides and a narrow passage in 
between. 

At a particular patch, there was a lot of snow on the road and our 
vehicle got stuck. As a result, both Dharmendra and Upender had to 
get down and push the car out of the snow. As soon as that was done, 
both of them jumped inside the car, shivering terribly and vigorously 
rubbing their feet which had gone blue from the cold. They imme-
diately wore warm clothes and covered themselves properly. It was a 
lesson well learnt. 

After crossing the snowy mountain pass, we descended into the 
beautiful valley of Lahaul-Spiti. There was no sign of any human hab-
itation till we reached the small village of Khoksar. There, we stopped 
for a cup of hot tea at a stall. The haunting, silent hills around the 
valley with snowy peaks and the flowing river had us completely en-
chanted by its natural beauty. 
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Driving through this picturesque valley, we reached Darcha, the 
last village of the valley, in the afternoon. We stayed at the house of 
a local family for an overnight charge of INR 45 or USD 1 for each 
person. The house was made of stones broken into shape and placed 
over each other without any mud or cement to keep them together or 
cover the gaps. From a window at the back of the cottage, we could 
see the river rushing out of a cave of snow and ice. 

A few more travellers, including the driver and conductor of a bus, 
had also taken refuge for the night in this house-cum-inn. This village 
was the last stop for that bus. Covered by quilts and sitting around the 
fire, we talked late into the night. The local family and the driver gave 
us a lot of information on the current state of the road and the best 
time of the year to travel through it. It so happened that this was the 
worst time to travel on this road, with most of it covered in snow, wa-
ter and ice. Only one trial army convoy had made it across the moun-
tain passes since the road had opened two days back. Private vehicles 
were still to be given the clearance to ply on this route. There was 
no medical help available on the route. Help could be available only 
from Leh, which was 365 kilometers away and could be reached after 
crossing five of the highest mountain passes of the world on the way. 

Even the bigger vehicles were getting stuck in the treacherous path. 
I considered the factors. We had a very old car, mechanically not very 
dependable, and one which had already started giving us problems. 
Besides, none of us had even a basic knowledge about the internal me-
chanics of a car to be able to repair any fault if something were to go 
wrong. The route was at its worst and there would be no help on the 
way in case of an eventuality. I could not endanger the lives of my 
companions or my own to try and satisfy my ego. I decided not to go 
forward. We were not adequately prepared for these conditions. Also, 
one has to avoid being stupid during an adventure; taking a risk with-
out proper preparation to deal with any contingency is least advisable. 
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I conveyed my decision of not going further to my companions. 
Dharmendra was very upset. He opposed this very strongly since he 
had been very enthusiastic about making this trip successful. Upend-
er supported my decision. We could not afford to be emotional in our 
decision making. This was definitely not the right time. To this day, 
I am sure that I made the right decision. I was convinced I would 
make this trip again at the right time and with better preparation. 
However, having to abandon the expedition in the middle was no less 
than a failure. 

Khardung La: The Second Attempt

I was back home. My attempt at Khardung La had failed in the first 
attempt. However, I had been able to gain first-hand information 
about the route and the road and weather conditions. That attempt 
would prove to be a stepping stone for future success. Based on the 
information collected from this expedition, I started preparing for 
my next attempt. When I told my father that I was preparing for the 
expedition again he wondered why I wanted to leave again so soon. I 
was, however, determined to accomplish this at any cost. I explained 
this to my father that the failed expedition weighed heavily on my 
mind and I wanted to attempt it again at the earliest and accomplish 
it this time.

 After I explained this to my father, he understood and began to 
help me in my preparations. This has been an endearing trait of my 
father; even when he does not agree with my plans and advises against 
them, he never hesitates to be by my side and extend support when 
I finally decide to go ahead with my plans. The wonderful aspect of 
this was that it was not necessary to agree with his suggestions in 
order to get his support. I knew that he would never come between 
me and my dreams. 
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July was just over a month away and it would see the passes cleared 
of snow. However, the condition of the roads would deteriorate as 
the melted snow would flood the roads. I decided to start my second 
attempt on the 2 July 2002. I started preparing with that date in 
mind. Upender and Dharmender could not join me again so soon 
due to their other commitments. My companions this time would be 
my help Keshav and my ex-student Ankush who was now my friend 
too. Both of them were sixteen years old. We had travelled together a 
number of times before. However, a trip to Khardung La with these 
boys was not an easy decision. 

We were a completely undisciplined team. There used to be regu-
lar fights over which music to play. There used to be a lot of leg-pull-
ing and throwing of things at one another, and lots of shouting and 
yelling. Fortunately, I usually had the last word. But even when they 
agreed to my point of view, I was often greeted with mutterings un-
der the breath and frustrated looks. 

We did not have any map. Even though I had a rough idea of the 
destinations and the distances between them, the poor condition of 
the car was likely to make it further difficult for us to travel from 
Darcha to Leh in a single day. Darcha is the point from where we 
had turned back during the previous expedition. Taking everything 
into consideration, I decided not to halt at Darcha. I was also afraid 
that stopping at Darcha would give me an option to turn back. Not 
halting at Darcha also meant that we would not have a long distance 
left to cover the next day. Therefore, I decided to pass through Darcha 
without halting and to cross 80 kilometers of the broken roads over 
the next mountain pass of Baralach La to reach Sarchu before sunset. 

Crossing Baralach La during the day at this time of the year was 
foolhardy. The sunlight would ensure that the melted snow flooded 
the road during the day. However, in my mind, Sarchu was a point 
of no return and I was sure that if we accomplished that, we would 
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complete the journey. Truthfully, I was not too afraid of the foolhar-
diness of the entire scheme. I knew that we were not being very wise 
in travelling through these remote roads in such an old and worn-out 
car. However, not being wise has usually been alright with me. Wise 
people usually end up doing nothing.

Ankush was keen to know everything about the vehicle we were 
travelling in, and had collected quite a bit of knowledge about car 
repair. He had spent days with the mechanic trying to understand 
the vehicle. This would be of crucial help to us on the trip. In fact, it 
would turn out to be the single major reason as to why our expedition 
succeeded. 

We started on this journey at around 10 p.m. Except for our fami-
lies (who had already given up on us), no one else knew that we were 
attempting something like this. Even if we had died on this attempt, 
the world would have never known. We drove on the highways 
throughout the night, and the morning saw us climbing the hills in 
heavy rain. I had spent most of the night driving alone, following the 
headlights of my car on lonely roads, with both Ankush and Keshav 
in deep sleep, their hands and legs scattered all over the car. 

It was good that they slept the entire way, because they would have 
fought otherwise and also because they would be fully rested when 
the need arose. While I could take much more torture, I wanted them 
to get rest whenever they could. However, there were still minor in-
termittent scuffles on the backseat when one of the sleeping boys’ 
limbs would hit the other one in sleep, and they would wake up. 

I had been driving through the night. After battling the heavy 
rain and near-zero visibility for some time, I stopped for a break. 
Once the rain stopped, we continued climbing the mountains again, 
reaching Manali by evening. As we reached Manali, we realized that 
we had already made a huge blunder. We had left all of our warm 
clothes behind! The warm clothes were packed in a separate bag as 



Aiming for the Impossible 105

they would only be required later and we had forgotten to take the 
bag. It was a terrible mistake, but we managed by wearing layers of 
full-sleeved t-shirts one over the other. 

After an overnight halt at Manali, we started for Rohtang Pass 
early next morning. On our way, we came across some roadside stalls 
which were loaning out long, warm fur coats for tourists going up to 
the snow point. We were certain that if we told the shopkeeper we 
were heading to Leh, he would not lend us the coats. We, therefore, 
pretended to be just going up to the snow point. We only hoped that 
he would not be too traumatized to temporarily lose his coats. We 
would return his clothes only after 8-10 days with the due payment 
while returning from Leh.

The snow was much lesser this time. As we reached the top, we saw 
some buses parked by the roadside. Ankush was sure that some Bol-
lywood movie was being shot somewhere nearby. He even informed 
me that these specific ‘Sandhu Travels’ buses were generally hired by 
people from the film industry. We travelled a little further down the 
road, and yes there was a film crew with all cameras set up! We could 
not make out if any actors were present. Anyhow, there were more 
filmy experiences to come! We asked one of the crew members about 
the film and actors and were informed that Sunny Deol was shooting 
there. However, Ankush was absolutely sure that Sunny Deol was 
not actually present there right then and informed me that the actor 
always travelled by his black Mercedes which he drove himself. Sure 
enough, after a few kilometers, we spotted a black Mercedes coming 
from the front and Sunny Deol was driving it! 

Whenever I remember this incident, I am awestruck. Not at Sunny 
Deol, but at Ankush, for having such accurate information! Driving 
through the valley of Lahaul-Spiti, we reached Darcha by afternoon, 
the place from where I had to turn back the last time. I did not even 
slow down the vehicle as we passed Darcha, and started climbing 
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the next mountain pass of Baralach La. Afternoon was considered the 
worst time to cross Baralach La but as mentioned before, taking into 
account all the conditions, that was our best hope. 

Driving through the turns in the mountain, I could hear the loud 
noise of a mountain stream flowing somewhere ahead of us and a 
truck climbing the valley some distance behind. We took a turn and 
saw the stream flowing right over the road. The stream brought with 
it stones and rocks, some of which lay over the road. I was horrified 
by the sight and so were my companions. Ankush and Keshav both 
insisted that I park the car at the side of the road as it might get stuck 
in the stream. 

I made a quick calculation in my mind. If we parked the vehicle 
by the side to analyze the situation the truck coming behind may not 
stop to help us and may just pass by. If, however, we tried crossing the 
stream straight away and got stuck in the stream, the truck people 
would have no choice but to help us out. I had very little time to take 
my decision. I said, ‘No, we are not stopping. We are going in.’, and 
took the car into the water. Maybe it was mean of me to think like 
that, but being a little mean is definitely better than getting stuck 
alone in a mountain stream with no help anywhere in sight.

The water was falling on to the road from the mountain on one 
side, and that part was too deep to drive through. On the other side of 
the road, the water rushed over the edge and there were loose stones 
too. Thus, I had to carefully calculate where exactly to drive. If I 
drove too much to the left, the car would get stuck. If I drove too 
much to the right, I risked going over the edge. I had to drive as 
much to the right as was safely possible. 

As I took the car into the flowing water at full throttle, it got stuck 
right in the middle of the stream. There was water flowing right 
through the car floor (The doors of my car were not water proof). 
Without a second thought, both Ankush and Keshav enthusiastically 
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jumped out barefoot into the water to push the car. They probably 
thought that this was like any other stream in the plains. I, however, 
knew how cold the water (which was actually melted ice) would be. 

Such water is usually so cold that it does not feel cold, it pains. 
Therefore, the moment Ankush and Keshav got into the water, they 
jumped out of the stream abandoning me in the middle and stood 
on the road rubbing their feet vigorously, shouting and shrieking in 
agony. 

Finally, joined by the two truckers, they waded into the water 
again to push the car. After a while of pushing, Keshav could not 
take the cold water anymore and jumped piggyback onto the back of 
one of the truckers in the middle of the stream. Fortunately, we got 
out of the stream without the car breaking down because of the water 
getting into the silencer or the engine. The bus driver from my earlier 
trip had advised me to not let go of the accelerator in water as that 
would keep the water away. 

We crossed a number of such streams before reaching Sarchu. We 
had crossed Baralach La at its worst and covered more than half the 
route to Leh. There could not be any turning back now.

If you want to succeed, don’t give yourself an option to turn 

back or give up. If you give yourself an option to give up or 

turn back, in more cases than not, you will.

It was cold as hell here and all we had for accommodation was a very 
flimsy tent with the ice-cold breeze passing through it. Thankfully, 
we had loads of quilts and one big bottle of brandy that I had brought 
along for emergency. I did not drink and just buried myself under a 
mountain of quilts. I don’t remember for how many hours I contin-
ued shivering. In between the bouts of shivering, I would need to 
put my mouth out of the quilts to breathe. Then again I would bury 
myself in the quilts. Ankush had half a bottle of brandy and slept 
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without any quilts, muttering the names of the places we had passed 
on our way in his sleep. 

I don’t remember when my shivering stopped but finally I did 
manage to sleep for an hour or two. The next day, we started at 4 
o’clock in the morning and headed towards Leh. The vehicle stopped 
many times on the way but Ankush managed to get it started every 
time. The car stalled at every steep climb, and both Ankush and Ke-
shav would then have to get down and walk beside the car to make it 
move again. At times, they would have to push as well. 

In this manner, we crossed the mountain passes of Nakee La and 
Lachlang La and reached Pang. Pang consisted of a group of Tibetan 
nomads living in tents at a very high altitude. The place is infamous 
for the number of hikers and travellers who have died there from 
lack of oxygen when they chose to stay for the night there. That was 
the very reason I had decided to stop for the night at Sarchu and not 
here. We just had a 20-minute break for hot soup and noodles before 
moving on. The continuous drive and pushing was taking its toll on 
us. Both Ankush and Keshav had badly cracked lips because of the 
weather. It was so bad that they could not laugh and begged each 
other not to crack any more jokes. This, however, only encouraged us 
to crack more jokes and then laugh ‘ho hoho’ with great difficulty as 
we could hardly open our mouths. 

To state the facts, both Ankush and Keshav were suffering from se-
rious headache, nausea and vomiting. As exhaustion makes one more 
vulnerable to high-altitude sickness, we had to keep a check on it. 
Exhaustion can be and is, often, fatal on high altitudes. By this time, 
we had started climbing Taglang La, the second highest mountain 
pass in the world. This would be the last mountain pass to cross 
before reaching the Himalayan town of Leh and seeing the face of 
civilization again. However, the car could not take the climb now and 
was breaking down more often. We had noticed that if we stopped 
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the vehicle during a climb, it would not move again. So, we did not 
want to stop on this climb of Taglang La. 

However, Keshav badly needed to attend to nature’s call. We were 
adamant not to stop and he was equally determined to make us stop. 
We tried convincing him to wait till we crossed the top of the moun-
tain and the slope began but he didn’t agree. Finally we gave up 
and stopped. When we tried moving again, the car did not budge. 
Ankush tried his very best but it refused to move. We tried different 
ways. Nothing was working. We were stuck on this second highest 
motorable mountain pass in the world with no help in sight.

 We were also nowhere near Leh. As time passed, Ankush became 
desperate and declared loudly that he did not think anyone of us 
would be getting out of that place alive. We have lived to laugh at 
this memory every time we remember it. However, it is true that 
if we had died there, the world wouldn’t have known. For years we 
would yell at Keshav and tell him that we had to face such a perilous 
situation just because he couldn’t hold on. 

However, the car started after several attempts, each subsequent 
one made with greater effort and desperation. Ankush and Keshav 
jumped into the moving car. We crossed the mountain pass and they 
dozed off from exhaustion. I kept driving, as our only hope of safety 
was to reach Leh. In between, I kept calling out their names to get 
a mumbled response from them to check and make sure they were 
alright and in their senses. I had heard that high-altitude sickness 
kills you in sleep. 

By early evening, we made it to Leh. As we reached Leh, we saw 
a road sign to our right which said Khardung La was 41 kilometers 
away. I looked to my right to see the majestic mountain rising up. 
We had been driving like mad men for three days and now finally 
we were just 41 kilometers short of our target. The car was nearly 
in pieces. Some parts of the body had fallen off while crossing the 
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streams at Baralach La. We had posed for pictures with these pieces 
raised in our hands as if they were trophies of war. We decided to 
rest for one day and recover from our exhaustion before attempting 
Khardung La. 

The next day, we took the car to a local workshop and got it re-
paired to bring it to the best possible condition. We also had a short 
swim in the Indus River that flowed beside Leh to freshen up. Early 
the next morning, we started for Khardung La. We were enthusiastic 
as the car started climbing. We crossed one kilometer after anoth-
er and the car kept getting slower as the steepness of the climb in-
creased. We were half way up, when we saw water from the melting 
snow trickling down the road. At places, there were thin sheets of ice. 
The vehicle could skid on the ice and go off the road. I needed to be 
very careful with my driving. 

The vehicle finally refused to move when we were hardly 12 kilo-
meters from the top. Our target was still quite some distance away. 
Ankush and Keshav got down and pushed the car. They walked 
by the side of the car and we climbed another few kilometers. The 
air was thin here and the oxygen level was very low. We could not 
afford to exhaust ourselves. Breathlessness or exhaustion here could 
mean certain death. At this point, Ankush and I started following 
a procedure which was torturous to the car, but made it move. We 
would accelerate the car to its maximum on neutral and then sud-
denly put it into gear. The strong jerk would make the car move a 
few more meters. 

We moved a few meters at a time. However, I knew that we were 
pushing the fourteen-year-old car too much. It could break down be-
yond repairs anytime now. Keshav’s headache was increasing by the 
minute. He had picked up a block of ice from the side of the road 
and was holding it to his head continuously and walking or rather 
struggling to walk. Even in this condition, neither of my companions 
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complained. We inched our way to four kilometers from the top. We 
were exhausted to the core and our condition was deteriorating. 

Suddenly there was darkness in front of my eyes. I shook my head 
and blinked my eyes and it passed. This happened a few times. I felt 
as if I would faint. I had reached a point of complete exhaustion. I 
found it almost impossible to stretch myself further. It was then that 
I informed Ankush that we would have to turn back. We had nearly 
reached the top. We could look at the Zanskar Mountain Ranges on 
the other side of Leh Valley. 

The view of the top might have been just around the corner and 
our goal itself a kilometer or two away. But we had put in all we 
could. Any one of us could have collapsed any minute. The car was 
not moving. What would we achieve by dying there? As the person 
in charge it was my responsibility to see the welfare and safety of my 
two young companions. I would not want them to die just for the 
obsession to reach the top. It would be too selfish and foolish of me. I 
had to take the tough decision to turn back.

So we decided to turn back! Turning the car on this narrow road 
was a humongous task. We could go rolling down the whole moun-
tain. Along with Ankush, I used every bit of my energy, to turn the 
car around. The car needed a lot of moving back and forth before we 
could complete the turn. Halfway through the turn, we found out 
that we were looking down the scariest fall ever. Finally, the turn was 
complete and we started driving down in silence. 

Keshav had nearly fainted into sleep from exhaustion. It had been 
a near-impossible mission and once more fate had handed me a fail-
ure when I could see the finish line. However, let me add here that 
this expedition was an experience of eight lifetimes. I am sure that 
all three of us would carry these memories throughout our lives. We 
enjoyed the journey so much that I do not think any one of us truly 
regrets not reaching the last point. The expedition would probably 
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have been a success if we had a new car in good condition. But then, 
one doesn’t always get the best of conditions to work. 

Life does not accept your excuses. It is ‘either you succeed or 

you lose’.

Over the years, the severe trials and tribulations I had suffered only 
strengthened my belief in my concept of infinite ability.

Our body and our mind have infinite ability. Our ability 

never restricts us, our thoughts do. If we think we can, we 

can. If we think we cannot, we cannot.

This thought had slowly become my identity and my belief. It is 
prominently displayed on my website, on the wall of my room, and 
I had quoted it in many newspaper and magazine articles. I lived by 
this belief.

Now the time had come to prove this theory, to prove it to myself 
more than to anybody else. It would be a fitting end to my struggle 
of a lifetime to be called a capable person, and not to be called weak 
or a non-achiever. I wanted an expedition that could be my acid test, 
to be my real story. I wanted to test myself. I did not think that even 
my injury and all that I went through post the accident had tested 
me enough. In my striving to be better, to prove myself worthy, I had 
travelled a long way. I wanted to do something which could end this 
journey of wanting to be better. I wanted to do something which even 
I would not be able to replicate in terms of efforts and achievement. 

Failure failed to scare me anymore. Victory was not my motiva-
tion. It was the test that inspired me. It would be my penance. It 
would be my prayer to life. It would be my moksha, my salvation. I 
also wanted to make my story, a story of hope, a story of belief in self, 
a story of triumph of determination over adds. If I could come back 
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and succeed in life, anyone could. If I, the weak child, could beat 
every odd in life, anyone could. So I decided I would continue my 
efforts. I would try again.

It does not matter how many more or less difficulties we have to 
face in life. The only thing that matters is whether we get intimidated 
by them and give up or we deal with them with courage and belief 
and succeed. I would never give up. I will never give up.

Preparations for the Next Attempt

With my car being beyond repair, I started working on modifying 
the controls for manual transmission cars. Till then, no one in the 
world with quadriplegia had driven a geared vehicle with manual 
transmission. It was considered an impossible task as it would mean 
controlling the five controls of clutch, gear, break, accelerator, and 
steering simultaneously, while also handling controls like the indica-
tor, dipper, horn, wiper and lights intermittently. All of this, with no 
control over my fingers! How would I manage all of these actions at 
the same time with a single hand? 

The task appeared impossible to me as well. But I was determined 
to find a way out. At that time, achieving this impossible was my 
only hope. If I could design something with which I could drive 
manual transmission cars, I would be able to drive any car. Finally, I 
decided to try my old trick of throwing myself into something to the 
point of no return.

We can never possibly have all answers before we start. 

Nevertheless, we have to make a start and the solutions will 

start showing up somewhere along the way.

In my life I have seen many people giving up on their dreams because 
they wanted all the answers right at the beginning. If they did not 
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have all the answers before they started, they would not start at all. 
However, it is not possible to know all the answers before beginning 
anything. One has to find one’s answers along the way. 

I went ahead and purchased a manual transmission car. It took me 
one year of hard, relentless and, at times, frustrating work to design 
some manageable controls for it. I travelled to workshops all over the 
national capital region looking for people who could help materialize 
the designs I had in my mind. 

No success comes easy and what comes easy is no success.

Finally, I was able to fabricate the controls to drive manual transmis-
sion cars. I had achieved another impossible task. Initially, it was a 
very difficult task to manage with the set of controls I had designed, 
but I practised a lot and kept making changes to the design from 
time to time in order to make it better. Through two years of driving 
and expeditions, I would make changes and adjustments to these set 
of controls to make them more and more efficient. 

Besides living in extremely difficult and challenging conditions 
with bare minimum resources, I spent these two years working on 
my plans. When I could afford it, I drove to the mountains and the 
streams in my spare time. For six months I stayed in the hilly town 
of Dehradun (just a few kilometers from where I had got injured). 
I worked at a school for special children there. The area around 
Dehradun had a lot of mountain streams. I used to love driving to 
those streams and taking a dip. There is no feeling like lying in a 
mountain stream and letting the ice cold water flow over you. 

However, living in a one-room rented house, with unclean water 
caused stomach infections and took a toll on my health. I had to 
finally decide on giving up this place and work. I shifted back to 
Delhi. In the year 2003 I got an offer to work for the rehabilitation of 
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war-disabled soldiers through an organization called ‘War Wounded 
Foundation’. It was a very satisfying job where I could motivate, en-
courage and assist a lot of war-disabled soldiers. A lot of these soldiers 
had lost a limb or two to minefield explosions. These people usually 
belonged to remote rural areas and I would help rehabilitate them to 
active civilian life. 

This was a challenging task since these soldiers, usually being 
from the farmer class, had no vocational training or qualification 
which would help them get a job outside the army. Over time, my 
various exploits and activities were getting noticed and newspapers 
and TV channels started covering them. One day, I happened to meet 
Ajay Shukla from NDTV, a national TV news channel. After hearing 
about my plans to conquer the highest mountain passes again, he 
promised me that his channel would cover my expedition live if I 
were to make such an attempt again. This proved to be a big boost 
for my plans.

If my expedition succeeded I would get the kind of recognition 
that would help me start my social work for the welfare of underpriv-
ileged children. It had become a dream for me. Also I would be able 
to fulfil my promise of letting her know I was well.

If a national TV news channel covered my expedition, it would 
help me get the much needed sponsors and support for the expedi-
tion. Time had come to begin working on my dreams. Nine years 
of hardships after my injury, now was my chance to catch up on the 
dream of my life. I started preparing and sending sponsorship propos-
als to vehicle manufacturers all over the country. Elaborate proposals 
were needed and I worked from morning to night to prepare them. 
I made a website for myself. It had details about my story as well as 
accounts of my previous and proposed expeditions. 

My being on a wheelchair was an important issue. Would any 
sponsor be willing to take a chance and sponsor me for an expedition, 
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despite my limitations? I knew that I had to be very convincing in 
my proposals and presentations. I had to be more convincing than 
anyone else, because these vehicle manufacturers would probably be 
receiving such proposals in hundreds from all over the country and 
maybe from across the world. 

I approached the Guinness Book of Records and the Limca Book 
of Records for their recognition and support as that would endorse 
my success at the expedition if I was able to accomplish it. While 
the former was not very encouraging, the latter insisted that I had to 
attempt something that nobody had before. It didn’t matter whether 
I was able or disabled. There is no separate category for the physically 
challenged. This statement inspired me. That’s what I wanted to 
achieve. That’s what I dreamt of achieving. Nine years back, medical 
science had classified me as permanently 100 per cent disabled. Now 
I wanted to define my ability on my terms. I would accomplish more 
than what physically able individuals had ever accomplished. I would 
achieve something which would pose to be a formidable challenge for 
everyone—able or disabled. 

Guinness had replied to my e-mail declaring that since this high-
est mountain pass was in India, people from other countries wouldn’t 
be able to attempt it as easily. Therefore, they were not ready to con-
sider my record. According to me, this was a lame excuse. Mount 
Everest is in Nepal. So, anyone attempting to scale it will have to go 
to Nepal. That did not stop it from being included in record books. 
However, at that time, I did not have the time and resources to pur-
sue it further with them. Limca Book of Records was willing to en-
dorse me and that was more than enough.

Perseverance Bears Fruit

I had decided that I would be driving non-stop from New Delhi 
to Khardung La at 18,380 feet, the highest motorable road in the 
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world. Driving this distance over the challenging terrain without a 
break could be a torturous test but going to that altitude without 
acclimatization and in such a short period of time could be fatal. It 
was an insane plan from every perspective. No one would even dare 
contemplate such a thing. Not without three to four overnight halts 
along the way. I knew this would have been an impossible target for 
anyone but I knew I could do it.

Well-prepared and resourced expeditions from other adventure 
groups took at least a week’s time, with adequate rest and acclima-
tizing brakes. This was truly a ‘mission impossible’ but that’s what 
I wanted to achieve—‘the impossible’, for once. When I approached 
the Limca Book of Records with my plan, they came up with a con-
dition. There was another mountain pass called Marsimik at 18,632 
feet, which was higher than Khardung La. The difference was that 
this pass did not have a motorable road whereas Khardung La was the 
highest motorable road. If I wanted to reach the ‘Highest Mountain 
Pass’ in my expedition, I would have to make it to Marsimik in-
stead of Khardung. I considered this option and decided to go ahead, 
thinking that a few hundred feet more would definitely not make a 
big difference. 





7
Mission Marsimik—The Death Trap

Conquering the Death Trap

I started collecting information on Marsimik. What came out was a 
very different picture from what I had imagined. First, of course, 

Marsimik did not have roads. It had a few unusable dirt tracks at 
some places and no tracks at all at others. It was a cross-terrain climb 
and the last 35 kilometers of the cross-terrain climb was considered 
the toughest challenge for all terrain driving anywhere in the world. 

The few people who had driven up to Marsimik were considered 
‘the elite’ in the world of adventure driving anywhere in the world. 
That too when they had done so with adequate preparation and rest 
and recovery breaks along the way. Even the best of vehicles were re-
ported to have broken down in climbing this mountain pass despite 
having started from the base of the last climb. I was expected to reach 
the top of Marsimik La, driving non-stop from New Delhi. I was ex-
pected to cross over 1000 kilometers of the treacherous and torturous 
route and the seven highest motorable mountain passes of the world 
on the way and then go on to climb the Marsimik La, non-stop. 
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Oh my God! What had I got myself into? I began to wonder if this 
was really possible. Would I be able to achieve such a feat? This was 
a pass even now people do not think of attempting to go to. Given 
my limitations, how could I think of agreeing to this? The weather 
could play havoc with the expeditionat any time. The torturous route 
could break the vehicle at any point of time. The change in altitude 
and the extreme change in temperatures from +40°C in New Delhi 
to -40°C at Marsimik and the fall in oxygen level in the air by 25 per 
cent could prove fatal for anyone. 

Would I have the energy to last this route? Could my vehicle take 
this challenge? I did not even have a good vehicle till then. All I had 
was a small diesel car. Above all, I tried finding the Tibetan meaning 
of the word ‘Marsimik’ and surely I found it! Marsimik in Tibetan 
meant the death trap. 

I called up the Limca Book of Records and told them that the 
expedition was on and that I was going to do it. A distance of ap-
proximately 1100 kilometers, out of which the last 800 kilometers 
would be through the perfidious mountain passes of the Himalayas—
streams flowing over the road, landslides, snow, sub-zero night tem-
peratures and extremely steep climbs. There were seven mountain 
passes on the way—Rohtang Jot, Baralach La, LachlangLa, Nakee La, 
Taglang La, Chang La, and Marsimik La. La means ‘mountain pass’ 
in Tibetan language.

Marsimik La: The Route Map

New Delhi (at near sea level) ∗ Panipat, Karnal ∗ Ambala ∗ Chandigarh 
∗Ropar ∗ Kiratpur Sahib ∗ Mandi ∗ Kullu ∗ Manali ∗ Rohtang Jot (15,000 
feet) ∗ Khoksar ∗ Darcha ∗ Baralach La (16,500 feet) ∗ Sarchu ∗ Taglang La 
(17,582 feet) ∗ Pang ∗ Karu ∗ Chang La (17,800 feet) ∗ Marsimik La (18,632 
feet, World’s Highest Motorable Mountain Pass) 
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Mission Marsimik La in a Nutshell

•   The  expedition  involved  a  non-stop  drive  from Delhi  to Marsimik  La 
(about 1110 km). 

•   At 18,632 feet, Marsimik La is the highest motor able mountain pass in 
the world. 

•   It is 1,232 feet higher than the base camp of Mount Everest, which is at 
17,400 feet. 

•   To reach Marsimik, one has to cross seven of the world’s highest motorable 
mountain passes with broken or missing roads, streams flowing over the 
road, extremely steep climbs and sub-zero temperatures. 

The Build-up to the Mission Marsimik

As soon as word came out about the expedition, it spread like 
wildfire. The media coverage got me sponsors. TATA Motors offered 
to provide me their sports utility vehicle (SUV), the TATA Safari. 
The tag line of this SUV was ‘Make your own roads’, a very apt ex-
pression for my expedition. I would be making my own roads. In 
addition to providing the SUV, TATA Motors offered to take care of 
the cost of the modification of the SUV for me and extend technical 
support for the expedition. Indian Oil offered to bear the fuel expense 
for the entire expedition.

Now, a lot of other media channels and brands started getting in-
volved in the expedition. An unknown ‘me’ was now on the national 
news and in some quarters on the international news. It was turning 
out to be the biggest expedition for me, the biggest battle I ever 
fought, the biggest game I thought I would ever play and the biggest 
competition I would ever participate in. I was competing with my-
self on one side and all the external odds on the other side. Would I, 
who had failed every time; would I, who had lost at the last moment 
every time; would I, whom fate had got to every time at the final 
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moment; would I, the lesser child, be able to succeed now when the 
odds against me were higher than ever in the biggest playing field? 
Who would even want to answer this question? 

My expedition was to be flagged off from my school in the nation-
al capital where I had been an underperformer and from where my 
battle to get better had started. From there I would go to India Gate, 
a national memorial in front of the Rashtrapati Bhavan, the official 
home of the President of India, and there I was to be given the cere-
monial send-off for the expedition. People prayed for my safety and 
the success of the expedition. I received letters and cards with prayers 
and wishes written in them. 

My story got linked with the hopes of a lot of other people. No one 
except me knew what a colossal task I had taken upon myself. Only 
the few who had climbed up to Marsimik or had attempted it would 
have an idea about the enormousness of the expedition. I hadn’t even 
seen Marsimik and it seemed like the whole world was now looking 
at me, following my expedition. It was very difficult to remain calm 
and focused under such pressure and conditions but I also understood 
that I had to remain calm if I wanted to succeed. When I take on 
a challenge of this level, I tell myself ‘I would rather die than turn 
back’. Such a resolve is necessary because otherwise there will be no 
dearth of reasons or excuses that will discourage any one from achiev-
ing their bigger dreams. I do not consider this a negative statement. 
It is symbolic of the determination required. 

So, come what may, I was going to accomplish it. I would also like 
to quote Martin Luther King here, ‘If in your life you have not dis-
covered something you could die for, your life is not worth living’. As 
I say and believe, ‘Life is nothing without passion’. And my passion 
was life itself; I wanted to live every bit of it. Before the expedition, a 
lot of people would ask me; ‘Excited?’ and I would smile in response 
to that question. But in my mind the answer was a big ‘No’. I did not 



122 In Quest of the Last Victory

feel any enthusiasm or excitement; I could not afford to be excited. 
What I felt inside was silence, a tremendous calm. Toughest situa-
tions need the maximum calm. The ability to remain calm in tough 
situations is my biggest asset. Excitement drains out one’s mental 
energy and I needed every bit of my energy on this expedition. 

Patience and resilience were going to be the key factors which could 
give me any semblance of a chance at success. Before the expedition 
began, a number of reasons had come up to discourage me and to make 
me change my mind but I pushed all those reasons out of my mind. 
One of the reasons was that I got the vehicle just two weeks before the 
expedition. Just two weeks! I had received a new vehicle, which need-
ed a complete hand control modification. Besides, I had to get used to 
driving this vehicle because on this vehicle I was supposed to set out 
on an endeavour to create a new world record, which was no less than 
a ‘Mission Impossible’. But my resolve for this extraordinary achieve-
ment was so strong that even if I had got the vehicle just 24 hours 
before the expedition, I would have gone ahead with the expedition. 

Ankush (my navigator), Ajay (my engineer who used to fabricate 
the hand control designs for me) and I were determined to modify 
the vehicle within 24 hours. We had done our homework and had 
the equipment ready. The moment we got the vehicle, we headed to 
Ajay’s workshop and got started on the modifications. I specified the 
requirements and Ajay designed the parts to meet my needs. We took 
measurements and prepared a solid bracket to attach the ready appa-
ratus to the steering rod. It was done by the end of the day and was 
ready for trial. But I had learnt from my past experiences at modifica-
tions and fabrications that the probability of the first trial to succeed 
is nearly zero. This trial too did not work. The bracket frame was ob-
structing the breaking rod. OH MY GOD! We were back to square 
one at the end of day one. A cool head was an impossible condition to 
have. But I did not have a choice. 
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We continued to work into the night. We couldn’t sleep over this 
failure. I couldn’t. Ajay couldn’t. By midnight another prototype was 
ready. The next morning at nine, we were at it again. By late after-
noon, the prototype had been installed for trials. This time the trial 
was somewhat satisfactory. I could not be fussy. Rather than working 
more on the controls, I had to enhance my efforts to manage with the 
same set of controls. I approved the controls and the controls were 
removed for final welding and painting. The controls were finally 
installed by afternoon of the next day and I immediately took off to 
take the test drive. It was a big SUV and all that I had driven till then 
were small cars. I had to adapt to its feel at the earliest as I had to take 
it over the toughest roads ever.

 After about 100 kilometers of trial driving, we made three more 
adjustments. The brake rod was still rubbing slightly against the 
bracket. We corrected it by filing off that part and putting a little 
lubricant. The whole bracket was moving with the pressing of the 
brake. We made a third attachment in the middle to make the appa-
ratus firm. And finally we installed the horn at my elbow, so I could 
blow the horn without taking off my right hand from the steering 
wheel. The next few days were spent in practising driving the vehicle 
and getting adjusted to its bigger size and the new set of controls. 
This involved long drives to Delhi and also to my favourite evening 
drives from Gurgaon to Farukhnagar, passing through some villag-
es and vast open fields. We would have dinner at some dhaba (local 
roadside restaurants) and come back. We would play some good me-
lodious music during the drive. 

Driving had become like Zen to me; it was like yoga. When peo-
ple ask me, ‘Do you meditate?’ I answer, ‘For me, every minute of life 
is meditation’. The heat of summer, the chill of winter, the rains, the 
aching of muscles, the sleepy eyes and the coziness of a bed, everything 
is meditation. The rhythm of beats, the music of sound and the beauty 
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of silence... the hungry stomach, the thirsty lips and the tearful eyes... 
the sweet smile, the carefree laughter and the dance of joy... . From 
falling in love to breaking of the heart, from pain to pleasure, from 
success to failure, from victory to defeat, life is beautiful, a miracle of 
wonder and joy. It has been a pleasure to have lived. 

The date to set off on the expedition was approaching and there 
were so many preparations to be made. The equipment and the kit 
which would be the lifeline of the expedition were to be arranged. 
We had to be extremely careful about packing everything we could 
possibly need during the expedition, because missing out on any item 
could make things difficult and could even sabotage the expedition. 
Therefore, the first priority was to list and obtain all basic require-
ments, including vehicle spare parts, handy oxygen cylinders (the 
kind used by high-altitude trekkers) and medicines. I planned for 
every possible contingency. I might have even prepared for a back-up 
vehicle but we did not have the resources or funds for that. 

I had to prepare my best within the means if the expedition was 
to succeed. The hype was building up. Everybody’s expectations 
from me and hopes from the expedition were high. This time, it was 
not just me; others too were involved. There were my sponsors, the 
War Wounded Foundation (I had undertaken the expedition to get 
support for the war-disabled soldiers), the media, and of course my 
well-wishers. This fact began to build pressure on me. At times, I 
became apprehensive thinking of the possible difficulties or failures, 
or of letting down every one’s expectations but I pushed away the 
feeling of such fears. I was aware of the daunting task I was to embark 
on and therefore I had to remain calm and focused. My future life 
depended upon the success of this expedition. 

Only two days were left for the expedition to begin and I had 
not been able to find any time for rest. Preparations took up all the 
time and energy. Spare parts for the vehicles were yet to be arranged. 
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We had to get the tyres changed to new radial tyres. With these, we 
also arranged for two spare wheels and got a carrier fitted on the roof 
for the luggage. It had been one tiring day. The following day was 
going to be a day of functions and then the expedition would com-
mence. And then, I had to be ready for at least 40 hours of no sleep. 
I knew that I had to have a good sleep before I started on the expedi-
tion. For the first time in my life I took a sleeping pill and had eight 
hours of sound sleep. The next day, I went for the function organized 
for the event. The function got over late in the afternoon and by the 
time I came back home, it was 4 pm. I gave instructions to Keshav 
(my assistant) and Ankush to put the complete luggage on the carri-
er, pack up and wake me up at midnight. I went to sleep while they 
packed and prepared. I woke up at quarter past midnight. Good, at 
least I had enough sleep before setting off for the expedition.

Mission Marsimik Begins

Finally the day of the expedition had arrived. It was a battle on hands. 
It was a test of my existence. It was a moment of truth. In all prob-
ability life would not give me this chance again. After waking up at 
quarter past midnight, I went through the basic routine of getting 
ready and got into the vehicle. I checked the controls and the equip-
ment. I kept it in mind to check the most important things first—
things that could, if not in order, jeopardize the expedition. My crew 
included Ankush, my navigator and the companion of my previous 
expeditions, and my assistant of the past six years, ‘Keshav’. Both of 
them had accompanied me on my expedition to Khardung. 

Apart from them, this time we had with us one technician from 
TATA Motors. He was appointed by the company to help us in case of 
a vehicle breakdown. No, I could not have had a better crew. Seeing 
the popularity of the expedition, a lot of other people had wanted to 
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be part of the crew but I stuck to my time-tested companions. I had 
a great crew; one, because they were experienced and, two, because 
they never doubted and wavered over ‘whether to do or not to do’. 
This is the quality that I think is the most important factor for suc-
cess in any venture. 

We were all ready now. I turned on the ignition and the engine 
purred to life. The sound was smooth from a well-serviced engine. I 
pressed the clutch and released, the clutch release lock was working 
fine. I gave high acceleration, took off and applied sudden brakes. 
The brakes were working fine. I felt reassured by the good condition I 
found the vehicle in. I analyzed my posture. A slight adjustment was 
needed and I did it. Once again I checked if all necessary things—
spare parts, documents and equipment—were there. Once the final 
checks were done, we were ready to go. 

My parents and Ankush’s parents were the only ones there to see 
us off at this early hour. My mind was well aware of the task ahead 
and very comfortable with it. I just focused on being comfortable and 
on driving safely. The night was dark and silent. The sound of the 
engine was echoing into the night and the headlights were showing 
the way as we moved. It was dark inside except for the light coming 
from the instrument panels. We started with the chant of Jai Shri 
Ram from me and Jai Mata Di (victory to God) from my navigator. 
It was an old ritual that we had come to follow. With the headlights 
illuminating the way, I calmly drove out of the lanes on to Mehrauli 
Road and headed towards India Gate. It was dark, and there were 
very few odd vehicles on the road moving in a hurried way, trying to 
reach somewhere at the earliest. I was not racing with any of them. I 
was in a world of my own. 

When I drive, my body and the vehicle become extensions of each 
other. Our frequencies create a resonance resulting in near perfect 
harmony. ‘Harmony’ is something I believe in. When I drive, it is 
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in harmony with my mood, my ability, the ability of my vehicle, the 
traffic, the weather and the road conditions. Problems arise when the 
harmony is broken. It is true for life as well. Most of our problems 
arise when our actions are not in harmony with our thoughts and 
vice versa.

I reached the majestic front of the Rashtrapati Bhavan (the Presi-
dent’s House) and turned towards India Gate. It was a great feeling! 
As I approached the India Gate at quarter past two (2.15 am), I saw 
a white Ambassador car parked on the side of the road. The NDTV 
crew Robert and Vinod were waiting there for us with their set of 
camera equipment and baggage, which was quite a bit. They were 
to travel with us to cover the expedition and report on it. Their 
baggage was hauled into the carrier on the roof of the car. We took 
a couple of photographs of my vehicle near India Gate. Ankush 
made the first log book entry: India Gate, 3 am. He noted down the 
odometer reading. The next stop would be the first mountain pass, 
Rohtang, about 600 kilometers away. The log book entry was signed 
and verified by Robert. 

I took off as Ankush gave me the directions to join the Karnal 
highway at the earliest. There were a lot of trucks and the speed 
was not exactly fast but I was getting into a rhythm. I had to spend 
the next two-and-a-half days in this rhythm. Vinod was hanging out 
of the window, taking some shots of the ‘Destination Signs’ passing 
overhead and the traffic. Finally we reached the overhead sign board 
which pointed right to Karnal Highway. I got on to the Karnal high-
way and speeded up. After some time, I realized that all my crew 
members had fallen asleep. 

I judiciously kept increasing the speed. There were crossings and 
cuts in the divider and my eyes had to be wide open. At high speed 
even small mistakes can be catastrophic. A little jerk to the steering 
wheel can send the vehicle rolling. It was still pitch dark outside. 
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From time to time I kept looking towards the sky for any hint of light. 
The first hint of light came around 5.15 a.m. With the daylight to 
help my view, I increased the speed a little more. 

Gradually the day broke and the sun came up. One after the other, 
we crossed through the towns of Sonepat, Panipat, Karnal, Kuruk-
shetra and Ambala, and neared Chandigarh. Inside the vehicle some 
members were asleep, some awake. Ankush, sitting next to me, was 
awake. ‘Six crossings and then left’ were the instructions from him 
and we had crossed the city of Chandigarh and were heading towards 
Ropar. Till now I was specifically concentrating on maintaining a 
good speed, practicing safe driving and not getting a stiff neck. I kept 
exercising my neck by moving it left and right from time to time. My 
experience of travelling a million kilometers on the road had taught 
me one thing. There is nothing more stupid than unsafe driving. Safe 
driving is a thumb rule I try to follow to the core.

We were only a little distance out of Chandigarh when the accelera-
tor wire of my hand controls broke. I had four spare wires. We stopped 
and Ankush got into action, assisted by Keshav and Vinod; he replaced 
the wire within ten minutes. It was a welcome break for the team af-
ter six hours in the car. (If one stays in a car for six hours one would 
understand.) We headed towards Ropar, which was still 40 kilometers 
away. Ropar came and went. It was mostly plain roads except for a little 
climb. Beyond Ropar our next destination was Kiratpur Sahib. Some-
where between Ropar and Kiratpur Sahib started the climb, which 
was to continue for the next 290 kilometers till Rohtang Jot, the first 
mountain pass. Till Manali the drive was continuously uphill but it 
was not very tiring. The only breaks we took were for re-fuelling.

We reached Manali around 5.30 p.m. We were welcomed at the 
Indian Oil petrol pump in Manali with some soft drinks and snacks 
while the vehicle was refuelled. Indian Oil was one of the sponsors 
of the expedition. We also took 60 liters of fuel in cans as we would 
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cross the next petrol pump at night and there was no petrol pump on 
our route after that.

As I crossed Manali and started climbing up the narrow roads I 
encountered my first setback. A small tractor trolley coming down at 
high speed ripped off my right rear view mirror scattering shattered 
glass pieces all over the car. Everyone in the car was shaken by this 
minor accident when we had just started climbing into the night. 
Everyone was silent. We continued up. After nearly 16 hours of driv-
ing from Delhi and 10 kilometers distance out of Manali, I drove to 
the Army Transit Camp at Palchan. Soldiers heading towards high 
altitude stop here for some acclimatization and rest. But for us, there 
was to be no acclimatization or rest. We were to continue on our jour-
ney. At Palchan, we were welcomed by the Commanding Officer Colo-
nel Raizada and cheered by a group of soldiers shouting Bharat Mata 
ki Jai (Victory to mother India). Mogliswaran, our Liaison Officer 
from the army, joined us. He was to coordinate our clearance at all 
checkpoints on the way and also coordinate our requirements for food 
and fuel. He was a very enthusiastic person and proved to be an asset 
during the expedition. We always found hot tea, food and fuel wait-
ing for us at every checkpoint. It is a different matter that we couldn’t 
stop for the food and tea. 

I started driving up Rohtang, the first mountain pass. The roads 
were much more broken than they were when we had visited last. 
Hence, they had become narrow. The turns had become steeper and 
the maneuvering difficult. There were steep U turns on the climb 
and we were rapidly gaining altitude. We would be doing so till we 
reached about 15,000 feet. 

A few kilometers from the Rohtang top, I encountered clouds. 
The clouds and the precipitation added to the darkness of the night, 
reducing the visibility to almost zero. I could not see an inch of the 
road. All the crew members were out of their seats and hanging out of 
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the vehicle trying to peep into the mist to figure out the path ahead. 
They were all telling me which way they thought the road was possi-
bly going. We had nearly gone blind. I literally drove on instinct and 
at 9 pm (18 hours after the start) we reached Rohtang Jot. Everybody 
breathed a sigh of relief as I slowly drove out of the clouds and de-
scended into the valley of Lahauland Spiti, reaching the second Army 
Transit Camp at Khoksar. Late in the night and in such cold weather, 
the soldiers were waiting for us on the road. They cheered us on. 

My companions went off to sleep again while I made my way 
through horribly broken roads with streams, stones and rocks. I did 
not wake up Ankush because I would need him on the next moun-
tain pass of Baralach La. A couple of hours of sleep would be good 
for him. I reached the town of Keylang (the last real habitation) and 
headed towards the beautiful riverside village of Darcha. There were 
a lot of spots known for frequent landslides on this road and spots 
where loose mud and rocks fall onto the road from the mountain face 
often blocking the road. The road was bad but luckily there were no 
roadblocks from landslides or rocks. I reached Darcha after crossing 
the river and drove into the hills. At 3 a.m (24 hours after the start) 
I reached plain ground at the third Army Transit Camp at Patseo 
where we had a refuelling break and I decided on a nap for 15 min-
utes. I had been driving for 24 hours now. I woke up in five minutes. 
From there began the climb to Baralach La, the second mountain pass 
at 16,500 feet. The roads here were as horrible as always. The moun-
tains were rocky and a lot of rocks and stones had found their way to 
the ‘so called’ road. 

Ankush was awake as there could be a contingency any time. The 
speed was slow. We reached ‘Zing Zing Bar’ (a few empty huts, no 
habitation) and continued the gruelling drive to reach the Baralach 
La top. A lot of rocks, boulders and mud found their way to the road. 
Luckily, none blocked our way that day. However, there was no relief 
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from the bad road till I had sufficiently climbed down and reached 
the plains where the fourth Army Transit Camp of Sarchu was lo-
cated. I crossed these badly broken roads of Baralach la and reached 
Sarchu around 8 am, after 29 hours of driving. The roads were full 
of humps (crests and troughs) in these plains as I reached the check 
post. We were welcomed by the soldiers again. The breakfast was 
ready and waiting for us. I said ‘No’; we could not afford the time. 
We were already running late. We asked for hot drinking water and 
immediately got a few bottles. Drinking warm water keeps high- 
altitude sickness at bay.

An officer who was taking a halt here approached me. ‘Where to?’ 
he enquired.

As I started telling him he cut me short ‘Hey Gulia, you don’t 
recognize me!’

I said, ‘Take off your sunglasses’. He did. ‘Imtiaz Hussein! How 
are you buddy?’ 

He was my course mate from the Defense Academy. We could 
just exchange a few words as we received the filled water bottles and 
moved on. Down the slope for about five kilometers and a temporary 
metal bridge followed by some steep turns around a mountain, and 
we reached the masterpiece of mountain roads. These were the 21 
‘Gata Loops’. 

This is the steepest climb anywhere in the world with the ‘U’ 
turns off steep edges. The progress was slow and the state of mind 
careful. This happens to me every time. After climbing three or four 
loops I missed the count, and by the time I reached the top I felt I had 
crossed 100 loops. Somewhere on the way, my assistant Keshav, look-
ing over a steep edge, said, ‘Look, there is a truck lying there at the 
bottom’. I said, ‘If I look there then you will be lying where that truck 
is’. Finally, the signboard I had been waiting for appeared. It read 
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‘Gata Loops End’. A little more climb and we reached ‘Nakee La’, 
the third mountain pass. After climbing down for about 25 odd ki-
lometers over ordinary mountain roads the climb started again. The 
climb was to the fourth mountain pass of Lachlang La. As we were 
going up the seemingly never-ending climb of Lachlang La, the mo-
notony of continuous acceleration and slow climb was taking its toll 
on Ankush. This slow climb along with the moaning of the engine 
was frustrating. We were all wondering ‘when the hell will the top 
come’ and Ankush said it aloud. Trying to comfort him, I said to him 
(as much as to myself), ‘Don’t worry, the top is near’. But it was not.

In some time, we reached the fourth mountain pass of Lachlang 
La. Down Lachlang La, the roads were bad and broken again and 
this time the factors of ‘very narrow roads’ and ‘blind turns’ were 
included. I had to keep a good second sight ahead for any signs 
of an approaching vehicle because there were hardly any spots on 
this stretch of road where two vehicles could cross each other. I 
was scared to even think about the prospect of driving in reverse 
gear on this road had a truck blocked my path. There was a narrow 
stream flowing with a set of steep dry mountains on either side. 
After driving for some time, just before reaching Pang, the narrow 
gap between the two rows of mountains opened up a little and now 
we could see what can be called ‘____’! I don’t know what to call 
them. I am always short of words. It is nature’s art. One needs to 
see them to believe and to feel the wonder. A row of mountain faces 
with beautiful shapes carved out by wind erosion. They are simply 
unbelievable. It was Mother Nature’s art at its best. At places, they 
look like castles with smoothest possible shapes, and at some plac-
es they look like human forms, and at some other places they are 
just beautiful shapes. It is a classical example of what I call ‘The 
creation of the impossible from the infinity of space and time’. Just 
like life itself. 
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Passing through this narrow passage between the mountains we 
crossed a causeway and reached the open ‘bowl’ of a place with moun-
tains on all sides. This place is called Pang. This was the fifth Army 
Transit Camp. It was 1.30 p.m. and a little over 34 hours of driving. 
Lunch was ready and waiting for us. Had I said no to food this time 
again, I am sure, my crew would have killed me and buried me some-
where there itself. My crew had their first proper meal in two days. I 
could manage a few spoonfuls while re-fuelling of the vehicle was being 
done. We were running late. Another night was approaching and our 
target was still three mountain passes away. Things were appearing to 
get very difficult. Would we be able to make it? With nearly two days 
without sleep how much longer would I be able to go on now. Things, 
as expected, were getting from difficult to impossible now.

We started from Pang after the food and re-fuelling. A few kilo-
meters of climb, then a few kilometers of descent, and we reached 
‘More’ plains (pronounced ‘moray’). These were 40 kilometers of 
plains surrounded by small hills with gentle slopes. At high altitude 
they are so beautiful that I have always wanted to spend a couple of 
lifetimes there. As I drove on that straight road I kept looking to the 
right at the open ground and the hills beyond. I have always wanted 
to drive cross-country through the plains to these hills but had never 
got the spare time so far. I was sure one day I would. How can my 
limited knowledge of words and the limitation of language do justice 
to the beauty of this region? This place, like so many other beautiful 
places, needs to be seen to be experienced.

I drove on and at the end of the plains started the climb to the fifth 
mountain pass of Taglang La, the second highest motorable road in 
the world at 17,582 feet. On this climb, only the high altitude or the 
sub-zero temperature could be a problem because my memory told 
me that the roads and the turns were easier than any I had faced till 
then. And I was going to be right. Ankush was exhausted from the 
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previous three climbs and he went back for some sleep. Mogliswaran 
joined me in the co-driver’s seat. We started climbing and, as I had 
imagined, the turns were comparatively gentler and the road com-
paratively better. After a few climbing turns the sun started coming 
in my eyes. This high-altitude sun is horribly bright and it made me 
nearly blind when it did fall into my eyes. Robert lent me his cap and 
it provided some desperately needed relief. I was exhausted mentally 
and had to remain focused. 

Mogliswaran kept encouraging me, ‘Saab don’t worry, hoega, aap 

bus chalaateraho’ (Sir, don’t worry, you will make it. Just keep driv-
ing). This encouragement worked wonders for me, as this was the 
first that I received from a crew member. Robert and Vinod started 
cracking some jokes and the whole crew joined in. I also shared a 
few jokes. This enlivened everyone. We kept moving and reached 
the Taglang La top around 4.30 pm, (it was 37½ hours now). As 
I opened the door, a chilling ice cold breeze cut into me. The crew 
got out of the car for a few snaps with the stone marking of Taglang 
La depicting its altitude. It was a mistake because the crew was not 
acclimatized and the low temperature and oxygen level could cause 
health problems. 

Our technician Vinod started coughing and also complained of 
chest pains. I immediately ordered everyone inside the vehicle. I 
knew such a thing could happen and I was prepared. We had car-
ried a handy oxygen cylinder. However, since medical attention was 
necessary, we decided to drive down into the Leh valley for help at 
the nearest Army medical unit. We started descending the slopes as 
it started getting dark. We were running behind schedule. This was 
the beginning of my third night on the road. I was like a man drunk. 
I felt exhausted and after some time I was hallucinating. I was see-
ing people standing by the road when there was nobody. At times, I 
would see a white ambassador car moving in front of me and I would 
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brake just to see the car suddenly disappear. I shared this with my 
companions and Robert said, ‘That’s happening to me also, I am also 
seeing people’. It was exhaustion. The exhaustion was taking its toll 
on us and we still had two more mountain passes to climb. The real 
challenge was yet to come. I wondered‘could we possibly do it?’

 Concentrating on safe driving we reached an Army MI Room 
(medical unit). Vinod got the much needed medical attention. The 
doctor said that by morning he might recover enough to move on 
with us. But it was decided in advance that in case of any medical 
problem, the person will have to stop there. I had decided this as 
the thumb rule. No playing around with lives. The real battle was 
ahead. I told the doctor that Vinod would then have to stay back. 
We would have to manage the toughest part of the challenge that 
lay ahead without our technician. In case of a vehicle breakdown we 
were to ourselves. So we left Vinod in the care of the medical staff and 
moved on. 

It was still dark when we started from there. As I wheel-chaired 
myself to the Safari, Vinod (the cameraman) was shooting. Robert 
remarked ‘We are running behind schedule. Do you feel the timing 
has not been good?’ I said, ‘No, we are doing good. We have already 
crossed five mountain passes. Two more are left and we will do that 
now. Let’s go’. 

To not get carried away by a situation is the key to 

handling it well.

The Final Stage

To begin with, it was a gradual climb on good roads to reach the 
Army camp at Shakti. We reached there as the day broke. From Shakti, 
there was a steeper climb to the Army checkpoint at Zingraal. With 
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a green valley on the left and a mountain on the right, the roads were 
comparatively better. As we started gaining altitude, I started feeling 
nausea and breathlessness. I had not expected this. I nearly shut my 
eyes, switched off my brain and kept driving, looking only at the 
patch of road in front of me. 

My mind calculated … I had never had any problem with high 
altitude so it could not be an altitude related issue. Why was I having 
shallow breathing and nausea then? Then I realized that the morning 
empty stomach had caused acidity, which was pressing against my 
diaphragm, compressing my lungs in the process, and making my 
breathing shallow. If it was so it would go in about half an hour. I 
took a digestive tablet to neutralize the acidity in my stomach. Soon 
the problem was gone. 

We reached Zingraal and headed towards Chang La. It is the third 
highest motorable road in the world at 17,350 feet. We made it to 
Chang La in good time and down its slopes to the checkpoint at Tang 
Tse. A soldier joined us here. He had been to Marsimik La in pa-
trolling on foot and could guide us on the route. This was important 
because Marsimik La doesn’t have a road and we could get lost in the 
climb. I thought this soldier would be a good asset for our climb on 
Marsimik. 

After a drive of another 30 kilometers, we reached Pangong Tso 
(Tso means Lake in Tibetan), a 250 kilometers long crystal clear lake. 
I could write a book on its beauty alone and still end up failing to de-
scribe it appropriately. It is like a painting on a canvas. It is like a heav-
en on earth. Its beauty makes the sky and the mountains fade away. The 
complete crew was hanging out of the Safari windows to look at the 
lake. The lake changes its colours continuously throughout the day as 
the Sun moves across the sky. The few people who have seen Pangong 
Tso say ‘Agar tumne Pangong Tso dekhliya to tumhari zindagi safal ho gayi’. 
(If you have seen Pangong Tso, your life has been successful.)
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Of course we couldn’t stop there. From Pangong Tso there were 
a few dirt tracks going up the climb in different directions. I looked 
back at our guide for directions. He looked a little to the left and a 
little to the right and said ‘Saab, isi pahaadi pechadhna hai. Kahin se 

bhi chadh jao’. (Sir, we have to climb this mountain, you can start 
climbing from anywhere.) Now that was a great help. Fortunately, 
he was able to point out the exact top of Marsimik from among the 
many mountain tops that we could see. I chose one of the dirt tracks 
and started driving up. To reach the dirt track I had to travel over 
a stretch of very uneven and soft ground. I would have preferred to 
avoid driving on such a bad patch of ground but I did not have many 
choices and the time was running out. 

I got my vehicle down into the patch. I could not slow down on 
this patch as it would mean running the risk of the vehicle getting 
stuck in the soft sand. I had to maintain speed despite the uneven 
ground and everyone was being thrown around the vehicle as we 
moved over this patch. Then suddenly there was a loud sound as some 
rock hit the bottom of the vehicle. We hoped there was no major 
damage, especially to the cooling mechanism of the vehicle which 
could get damaged in case of such a hit. We crossed that stretch but 
did not get too much time to be happy about the same. 

Within a few 100 meters, I encountered a horribly steep climb on 
loose sand. I couldn’t imagine any vehicle going up a climb like that 
and that too on loose sand. There was no scope of turning around and 
searching some other way to climb. For the first time on this journey 
I chose to drive my vehicle on 4×4 (called ‘four by four’), that is, all 
the four wheels would be giving power to the vehicle. In normal driv-
ing, only two wheels power the vehicle. I had the option of 4×4 lower 
and higher. I chose 4×4 lower (lower gear means higher power). This 
was the maximum power my vehicle had. Slipping and gripping on 
the loose sand on the vertical climb, the vehicle managed to climb up 
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and we continued. It was an unbelievable climb; I still cannot believe 
that we actually climbed that slope. 

These dirt tracks had been made by the Army’s special vehicles 
(Stallion all-terrain trucks) and the two tracks had a foot of loose sand. 
Moving on them would take a lot of power and the vehicle could get 
stuck. The gap between the tracks was raised high and could hit the 
radiator of the vehicle. I chose to drive slightly left or right of the track 
so that my wheels were on hard ground. At times I moved totally 
away from tracks but the path here was full of stones and rocks and I 
had to watch out for them. The climb continued to be steep and I was 
not able to switch to normal gear. It struck me that this continuous 
over-acceleration could make the vehicle heat up. I glanced at the tem-
perature indicator. The needle was about to reach the danger mark. 
Had I been a little late in spotting it, the engine would have got seized 
and our vehicle would have been permanently stuck. 

We then took a short break. And when we started again, I chose to 
drive on 4×4 higher. The climb was steep and to manage that I had 
to constantly scan the landscape and choose to climb at an angle to 
the left and right alternately. Often, the vehicle would tilt badly to 
one side and I would have to hang on to the steering wheel. I had to 
select the best possible path to drive up, as choosing even the second 
best path could mean getting stuck in the loose sand, bursting the 
radiator over a rock or rolling down the mountain. With the extreme 
tilt, it was becoming more and more difficult to manoeuvre the vehi-
cle. The vehicle was getting heated every few minutes. The radiator 
had probably taken a hit. What I had hoped against had happened. 

In the plains the vehicle would have got stuck immediately but 
here the sub-zero temperature air could keep the engine cool. I kept 
the hood open to cool the engine. The progress was very slow. We 
were averaging only a few kilometers per hour. We couldn’t spend the 
whole day just climbing. We were in an uncharted territory. We had 
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to find our way and reach a safe point before sunset. We had to reach 
the top soon or it would be all over for us and the expedition. But 
the situation was beyond control. We had to stop every few minutes 
because of the vehicle heating up. The vehicle was our lifeline. If it 
broke beyond repair we would be stuck on this mountain pass. Any 
error here could be fatal to all of us. 

The conditions were taking a toll. As the speed was very slow, the 
probability that we might not be able to reach the top was gaining 
strength in everyone’s mind with every passing minute. I was a man 
possessed. I was not thinking about anything anymore. We had to 
stop every few minutes. Initially I had about two to three volunteers 
from the crew who were willing to get down and put a stone behind 
the rear wheel to prevent the vehicle from sliding back. This could 
save the time required in removing the hand break after turning on 
the ignition. It was just a few seconds saved but now every second 
mattered. Every bit of our vehicle’s capability and our own capability 
was at test. Gradually the number of volunteers dwindled and finally 
I had only one volunteer to get down and put the stone behind the 
rear wheel. Then after some more time I had none. No volunteer to 
get down. I had to per force resort to the hand break again.

Mogliswaran looked up and said, ‘Saab, time ho raha hai, hamko 

waapis mudna padega’ (Sir, it’s time; we will have to turn back). Night 
on that mountain in all probability could mean death for all of us. 
Even the people of this region would not contemplate spending a 
night high up in the mountain. Keshav was seriously ill but he hadn’t 
complained, lest our expedition failed. He had remained silent. We 
had to reach back at Tang Tse before dark. I looked at the watch. It 
was 2.55 pm. I looked in the rear view mirror; everybody’s face was 
down. I said, ‘If we don’t make it by 4 pm, we will turn back.’ I 
could not risk seven lives and I thought my saying this would make 
everyone feel better. It did not. There was pin-drop silence inside the 
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vehicle. No one spoke. I could hear the haunting moan of the moun-
tain wind outside. 

Had we lost? 

Had we failed? 

Was it all over?

Maybe she’ll never get to know. Maybe I’ll never be able to pursue 
my dream of working for the welfare of needy children.

I turned back and looked at everyone again. Everyone’s face was 
down. No one looked at me. Maybe it was a silent disapproval of 
what I had said. I put my window down and tried to gauge the sit-
uation outside. We were stuck at the base of a very steep climb. The 
steep climb in front of us prevented me from seeing further up. I had 
no idea how much more we would have to go after this immediate 
steep climb. There were times during the climb when we had been 
able to catch a glimpse of the top but from here I had no idea how 
much further it lay. I could not go on without the consent and sup-
port of the crew. The vehicle was nearly gone. The support was nearly 
gone too. I closed my eyes. I could hear the breath moving in and out 
of my lungs. I looked left at Ankush. He was in the co-driver’s seat 
with his head in his hands.

‘Ankush’, I said and he looked up at me. ‘Last attempt? Ab upar 

jaake hi rukenge’ (‘now we will stop only after reaching the top’), 
I said. 

‘Theek hai, sir, ab upar hi rukenge’ (‘Ok Sir, we will now stop only at 
the top’), he replied.

We had decided to go for it. We were taking our vehicle to its 
breaking point. Either we would reach the top or the vehicle would 
break down. I accelerated to 5000 RPM (the maximum possible) and 
on my gesture Ankush released the hand brake. The vehicle started 
inching up the climb. To cut the vertical climb I drove at an angle 
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to the left of the climb, then after climbing a distance, I turned and 
started climbing to the right and then after some distance to the left 
again. Even the few minutes of climb appeared to be infinitely long 
with the groaning of the engine. Every second was a torture on the 
vehicle and every second mattered. The temperature needle started 
shooting up, going to the danger mark. The temperature needle was 
in the danger mark now and the vehicle could break down any mo-
ment from an engine seizure. 

The patch of steep climb was not yet over and we couldn’t stop 
midway. The vehicle rose over the last bit of this steep climb as I 
turned right. My sight and the vehicle came over the climb and sud-
denly we could see the stone marking ‘Marsimik La’ right in front of 
us at twenty yards.

There was a shriek of sheer joy from Ankush ‘Sir, pahunch gae (we 
have reached)’. The vehicle was suddenly full of life with everyone 
out of their seats, looking at the stone marking the top of Marsimik. 
Vinod started shooting with his camera as we came to a halt. I did 
not want to reach the stone immediately. I stopped five yards short 
of it. This was as a mark of respect for all my earlier failures. Then I 
got down in my wheelchair and with the help of Mogliswaran moved 
over and around the rocks to the stone marking the top of Marsimik 
La. Victory at last! 

Mission Accomplished

It was the 12 of September 2004. We had finally made it. This victo-
ry was not just the victory over the odds encountered on the way to 
reach the top of Marsimik. It was a victory over the limitations of the 
mind and the spirit; it was a victory of self-belief over self-doubt. As I 
sat next to that stone enjoying my success, Robert asked me, ‘How do 
you feel?’ Inspired by Martin Luther King’s famous quote, I replied, 
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‘If in your life you have not found something you could die for, your 
life isn’t worth living. Life has been wonderful; it will be even more 
beautiful after today.’ 

Sitting on the top of that mountain pass, I stood humbled by the 
enormity of life, its vastness and its beauty, a beauty that remains 
undiminished despite its pains, trials and tribulations. I would not 
need to compete with anyone anymore, not even with myself. I think 
we all have a Marsimik within us, which needs to be conquered. Once 
this is achieved, we can live at peace with ourselves thereafter! 
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Life Thereafter

We returned safely. Though Keshav had fainted at Marsimik 
La and had to be evacuated quickly, he recovered fully in 

two days’ time while Vinod, the technician, was able to join us only 
when we were on our way back. Mogliswaran, our Liaison Officer, 
joined his regiment back in Leh after the expedition. He received his 
promotion orders when we got to Tang Tse. The NDTV crew, Robert 
and Vinod, flew back from Leh. 

Our expedition was repeatedly broadcast in English and Hindi 
news channels and we also received coverage from many other news 
channels. Interestingly, the TATA Safari became the first private ve-
hicle to reach the top of Marsimik La. Finally, and most importantly, 
this expedition was entered in the Limca Book of Records under the 
‘World Record’ category. 

I had got back to life. Life was to begin.

She saw me on one particular news channel and called to congrat-
ulate me. I had fulfilled my promise of letting her know when I was 
well. Life had come full circle for me.
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The Book 

When all the TVchannels were covering my story and I had become a 
temporary celebrity, a lot of friends suggested that I should come out 
with a book at the earliest. I might have also got tempted I confess 
but my principles told me that I should come out with a book only 
when I was sure I had written a good book.

I started working on the idea. I wanted to come up with a storyline 
which the readers would find engaging and which would also inspire 
them to build on their self-belief. My aim was to come out with a 
book that a reader would be most happy to have read. Though I had 
accomplished my expedition in 2004, I was able to write the book to 
my personal satisfaction only by 2010 and eventually the first edition 
of my book got published on 20.11.2011 (as a coincidence). 

While I wrote my book with complete honesty, I refrained from 
documenting any unnecessary details of my life that could make the 
story disinteresting for the reader. Also, though I might have faced 
tremendous challenges from factors other than my injury, they have not 
been included in the book as they did not form part of the storyline.

The Social Work

Despite the media coverage my expedition received, my advent into 
the field of social work for the welfare of underprivileged children 
turned out to be a much tougher expedition. It was very difficult to 
rally people for a social cause. I took it as a challenge as I did not want 
to give up. I reasoned that people were justified in being apprehensive 
about my work as I was yet to prove my credentials in this field. The 
difficulties are barriers that make the less sincere give up and return.

Resources were very tough to come by and the work was getting 
delayed. Then one extremely cold winter night I witnessed an incident 
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that shook me into action. I was wheeling my wheelchair through the 
local marketplace with the winter fog and mist in the air. People were 
walking by, usually in pairs, huddled together in thick winter jackets 
and warm caps, oblivious to things happening around them. 

In this extreme cold I saw a small girl with only a torn shirt over 
her shoulders standing bare feet on the road crying. She had been 
brought along by a group of beggar children who were older and 
better covered. I scolded those children asking them to attend to her 
immediately. The bigger children then just took her away and van-
ished out of sight, maybe to abandon her again somewhere.

I was so shocked by this incident that I decided to straightaway 
start my work irrespective of whether I had the resources or not and 
irrespective of whether I had the support or not. I decided that I 
would spend 50 per cent of whatever I earned for the welfare work. 
Some friends also joined in. It was not enough to address the cause 
but it was enough to sustain continuous efforts in that direction.

I started visiting the children in villages and urban and rural 
slums, organising food distribution, clothes distribution, medical 
camps and educational activities. In the peak of summers, working 
in these areas, I ended up with heat strokes and bad health but con-
tinued my efforts nevertheless. Gradually my efforts started getting 
recognised and people started coming forward to sponsor the group 
activities, as also to sponsor individual kids.

I decided upon four basic principles for my work:

1. We would not spend on infrastructure like offices and buildings 
or on administration as having employees and paying salaries. 
Whoever would work for the cause would work only as an un-
paid volunteer.

2. We would not work only with kids in a particular category. That 
is to say, we would not work only with physically challenged 
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kids or mentally challenged or orphans. Our work would be in-
clusive and we would help any child who was needy and whose 
need was genuine.

3. Whatever contributions would come would be directly used for 
the welfare of children. People could directly pay for the activities 
or for sponsoring a child. This would also ensure transparency.

4. We would try to give necessary help to maximum number of 
children so that we could provide opportunities to a larger num-
ber of children instead of benefitting only a few.

I called my organisation ADAA, which is an acronym for ‘Apni 
Duniya Apna Ashiana’ (Our World Our Home).The word ADAA 
means ‘Grace’ in Hindi.Let’s make a better world.

It has been ten years now and the work has been continuously 
growing. It has been a very joyful and fulfilling experience to have 
been able to help so many children in their pursuit for a better fu-
ture. The smile on a child’s face is the biggest reward one can get for 
one’s work. Friends can know more about ADAA and its work at the 
website http://adaa.in

Motivational Speaking: A Natural Vocation

The story of my life does not end with the ‘Last Victory’. In fact, that 
victory helped me begin my life. Things took a turn. People started 
inviting me to deliver motivational talks at educational and training 
organizations and institutions across the country. This is something I do 
even now. I got to address students and trainees at premier institutions 
across the country but I also kept it in mind to visit village schools and 
street children to motivate them and to help them give shape to their 
dreams. I met children who had bigger problems in life but at the same 
time had the desire to do something big, the determination to achieve 
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despite odds. I could relate to these children and their aspirations. 
They too felt motivated by my story. Some of them would even come 
to me and say, ‘Sir, you have lit a fire in me. Now, come what may, I 
am going to succeed in my life’. For me, there can be nothing more 
satisfying than this. 

On one occasion, when I was addressing young trainees at the 
Officers Training Academy in Chennai, one trainee asked me, ‘But 
what about repeated failures? What if we fail every time?’ I replied, 
‘Luck can stop you once. It may stop you twice, three times or four 
times but it cannot stop you every time’. He asked again, ‘How many 
times can we fail before succeeding?’ I told him, ‘Wait till you read 
my story. You will know.’

If you cannot take a thousand failures in your stride, you 

cannot hope to succeed.
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Lessons of Life

A lot of my friends and followers from social networking websites 
have been requesting meto add my posts about my philosophies 

of life in the book, so that they could refer to them at one place. I have 
added this chapter here for the same reason. Let me add here that I do 
not make claims to absolute correctness of my thoughts. They are my 
learnings culled out from my experiences. Readers should only treat 
them as food for thought.

1. People make their choices, you make yours.

 We are often bothered about and troubled by what choices oth-
ers are making. We need to understand that just like us, others 
too have a right to make their choices. The only thing we have 
in our hand is, in light of the choice made by others or oth-
erwise, the choice that we want to make. We should focus on 
making our choices.

2. Insecure and weak minds resort to violence of words and action.

 A strong and learned man never resorts to violence of words 
and action. Defending yourself does not come under violence. 
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Violence is when it is your intention to harm the other person, 
rather than to achieve any other objective.

3. You have a right to your existence only if you have the courage 
to defend it.

 This is a law of life. If you do not have the courage to defend 
your own existence, the chances are that the world may not 
give you that right. While there are some chances that others 
may fight for you sometimes, but you cannot depend on that.

4. Only a fool will betray an honest friend.

 There is no bigger asset in life than an honest friend. Only a fool 
will betray an honest friend for the sake of making small gains.

5. The essence of life is to learn from pain and not to regret it.

6. You cannot be emotionally generous to others when you your-
self are emotionally weak and insecure. 

 Only when you are emotionally strong and self-reliant you can 
be emotionally generous to others.

7. I have often been asked “Does true love really exist?” or “What is 
true love?” My answer to them is that ‘True love is when you can 
love someone without expecting or wanting the same in return’.

8. Life is a journey in search of truth. It is a journey, not an end.

9. Opportunities don’t knock, you have to.

10. When you find good people, good places, good thoughts and 
good things in life, grab them with both hands and don’t let 
go of them.

11. Never regret the past, do not cling on to the present and al-
ways look forward to the future.

12. India lives in villages and slums. It cannot be changed for the 
better at India Gate. Only those who are willing to go and 
work in villages and slums can change India for the better.
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13. Respect is the only religion. One who has not learnt to respect 
others has not learnt anything.

14. You cannot possibly get happiness in life without giving it to 
others.

 People ask me ‘But what about ruthless dictators or psycho-
paths? Don’t they get happiness without giving it in return? 
My reply is: ‘They get pleasure. They don’t get happiness. 
They are not happy people.’

15. I also believed in buying a plot of land for myself, then I real-
ised that the whole world is mine, I don’t need to buy it from 
someone and I don’t need to conquer it either.

16. There is absolutely nothing wrong with this world. Whatever 
is wrong is wrong with your perception of it.

17. Emotionally weak and insecure human beings try to find secu-
rity, strength and sense of achievement in belonging to bigger 
identities of caste, creed, race, region and religion.

18. The unmistakable characteristic of the right path is that it will 
always take time and it will always be difficult.

19. There is a loser in all of us and there is a winner too. It depends 
whom we choose to give importance to.

20. The police and the government are easy scapegoats. We do 
not import the police and government; they are our brothers 
and sisters only. Today, no leader has the courage to tell the 
society that it is they who are wrong. And till that happens, 
the society can romanticize and fantasize a lot but it won’t 
change.

21. If people’s laughing at you does not discourage you, one day 
you will smile.

22. Success is a matter of choice. You choose to succeed or fail.
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23. Make your life a statement of belief in yourself rather than 
making it a compromise of sorts.

24. Understand that ‘to judge this world’ is not part of your job profile.

25. Life is not about how capable you are. It is about how deter-
mined you are.

26. Nothing can make your success more probable than the abso-
lute belief that you will succeed.

27. Always carry lessons from life. Never carry regrets.

28. If you are not willing to risk everything that you have at a cer-
tain level, you will never progress to the next level.

29. You cannot be weak and expect justice to be done to you. Jus-
tice is commanded only by the strong.

30. I am not here to change the world. I am here to just be myself 
and if that changes the world, I don’t mind.

31. If you want to have sense, meaning and purpose in your life, 
unclutter. Remove 90 percent of the unnecessary things from 
your mind.

32. You may conquer people with your power but you can win 
them only with love.

 People who do not get love are much less unfortunate than the 
ones who do not know how to give it to others.

33. Nothing can prevent you more from achieving your dreams 
than an excuse that you think is valid.

34. There are no heroes in this world. There are no extraordinary 
people. We all are equally ordinary. It is only that some of us 
choose to consistently work in the direction of our dreams.

35. If you are nice to other people, irrespective of whether they can 
do something for you in return or not, every person will add 
value and joy to your existence.



152 In Quest of the Last Victory

36. A lion need not always roar, his silence is threatening enough. 
Rule your life, thoughts and destiny, as a lion rules the jungle.

37. Understand that if you have lesser resources, lesser support and 
greater hurdles than anyone else, there are more chances than 
anyone else that you will succeed.

38. Dream and work towards your dreams every single day.

39. Whatever you do not give respect to in your life will not stay 
with you.

40. Honesty is the only religion and Truth the only God.

 It is truth that runs this world.

41. One who plays safe will also die. It is only that he will carry 
more regrets with him.

42. I live with a belief that it is my destiny to succeed. Whether 
finally I will succeed or not does not even matter.

43. The one who truly loves you and cares for you will always give 
you the option to say ‘No’ or to choose otherwise.

44. If you are not happy with yourself, you cannot be happy with 
others.

45. You do not become a winner and then behave like one. You 
behave like a winner and then become one. 

46. Success is not the act of crossing a line or achieving a target. 
Success is the attitude you carry.

47. Desiring something is not wrong but making it a precondition 
for your happiness is.

48. We do not have to live up to anyone’s expectations from us but 
to our own expectation from ourselves.

49. That we have to die one day is not important. That we have to 
live before that is.
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50. Only allow that thought and that person inside your mind that 
deserves to be there.

51. I do not regret that God gave me a tough job to do. I am glad 
he entrusted it to me. I would not have wanted it to go to 
someone else.

52. Only that person will succeed who holds courage. Even God 
cannot change this law.

53. Life is like music. You don’t need to hit too many notes at the 
same time. In fact you need only one—the right one. Life is a 
journey in the search for that right note.

54. That which can go away is not love but interest.

55. It has been a pleasure to have been born, to have opened my 
eyes to this world, to have got a chance to learn and discover. 
It has been a pleasure and an honour to have lived. Cannot be 
enough thankful for whatever little or more I may get. Thanks 
to all friends for having come into my life and for adding joy 
and beauty to it.

56. Being in a motivated and positive state is a continuous process. 
Surround yourself with everything that is positive. Train your-
self to believe in everything that is positive. 

57. Your principles are your biggest strength. If you are a person of 
principles, even your enemies will respect you.

58. The only thing that can change this world for the better is 
education.

59. Meticulous is the one word that can guarantee your success 
everytime.

60. If you want to be joyful, don’t judge—not yourself, nor anyone.

61. Be joyful towards life, be passionate towards work and be kind 
towards others.
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62. Let us be happy to begin with and then see where we can go 
from there.

63. Doubt is the biggest enemy of your decision; Self-Doubt is 
the biggest enemy of your success; Regretting the past is the 
biggest enemy of your happiness; Judging other people is the 
biggest enemy of your peace of mind.

64. Your friend may deserve your love more but your enemy needs 
it more. It is more important to love your enemy and to show 
him your love. 

 65. Love unconditionally. Do not put conditions to your love. 
When you put conditions you love only yourself and not the 
other person.

66. If there is anything you really want to do or achieve in life, 
there cannot be enough reasons in this world to stop you.

67. Our biggest battle is with ourselves and not with others. It is a 
battle with our shortcomings, insecurities and fears. One who 
fights with self will always win a lot and lose a little. One who 
fights with others will always lose a lot and win negligible.

68. ‘Positive’ is the only way to move forward. Be positive in your 
aims, dreams and ambitions. Respond positively to people, sit-
uations and circumstances. Be positive about the outcomes of 
your endeavours and work towards the same.

69. What matters in life is the people who love you and not those 
who don’t.

70. Gratitude for what you have and not greed or regret for what 
you don’t is the key to peace of mind and happiness.

71. I am a practicing humanist.

72. The ultimate victory in this world is to achieve victory over 
self. If you have not achieved victory over self, all other victo-
ries will fade into insignificance.
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73. If we have faced losses and setbacks, we are fortunate because 
we have got an opportunity to prove ourselves. In the battle of 
life, the ones who win are not those who did not face losses and 
setbacks but the ones who go on despite.

74. If you primarily focus on the good, doing good, being good 
and feeling good, the bad will take care of itself. You would 
not have to worry about it.

75. I have a simple formula. I only look at things which can give 
me reasons to be happy, joyful and motivated. To be able to 
selectively look at such things is a habit you develop.

76. We should do whatever little good that we can, wherever we 
can, in whatever small ways that we can, rather than waiting to 
do the big good that we intend to do but never end up doing.

77. We are the reasons for our happiness; and we, not others, are 
the causes of our pain.

78. The things we choose to strive for, the things we choose to 
give priority to have some rewards to offer and some prices to 
pay. Be glad to pay the price and don’t let rewards be the only 
aim.

79. If you want to succeed, don’t give yourself an option to turn 
back or give up. It should not be an available option. If you 
give yourself an option to give up or turn back, in most cases 
than not, you will.

80. There is nothing that makes us weaker than when we compro-
mise with our decisions, choices and principles.

81. There are so many people in this world who have so much less 
than us. We should be very respectful towards what we have 
and very respectful towards those who have lesser.

82. I would anytime choose to suffer for my principles than gain 
from a compromise.
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83. The joy of giving is much greater than the joy of receiving.

84. Right has a strength which wrong does not have. That is why 
the wrong needs to make a lot of noise to make its presence felt.

85. Neither did Ram ever reside in a temple, nor Allah in a mosque. 
It is only the ‘human ego’ which resides there.

86. Spend the times in your life as if these were the most beautiful 
times you ever had.

87. India is an ideology that people of different faiths and beliefs, 
castes and creeds and regions and practices can stay together in 
peace and harmony and prosper. Success and failure of India is the 
success and failure of that ideology. If India can, the world can.

88. Your happiness and your peace of mind is your moksha, your 
salvation. Nothing and no one should be given the right to 
take it away from you.

89. Let us all always encourage and motivate each other to do better.

90. Happiness is a frame of mind. You may discover it in the small-
est of things or it may elude you with the world at your disposal.

91. How people look at you is not your problem, it is their prob-
lem. Your problem is how you look at yourself.

92. When I got ‘little’, little was much. When I got ‘much’, much 
was little. Thankfully, life taught me to appreciate. Thankful-
ly, life taught me to be humble.

93. There is practically no purpose of being if we cannot learn to 
love, respect and care for others.

94. There are a lot of good people in this world and there is a little 
good in everyone. The good in the world needs to get connect-
ed and be expressed. 

95. The bad and the wrong massively lacks in numbers. That is 
why it is more aggressive and vociferous in expression.
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96. Usually we fight and shout when we are wrong. When we are 
right, in most cases we wouldn’t need to fight or even argue.

97. We are all human beings. We have a little bad in us too. We 
have our shortcomings and drawbacks. But we should not al-
low our shortcomings to overpower or suppress the good in 
us—the little good that we can do, the good that we can be to 
others. Believe in being good wherever we can be.

98. Do not be bothered about other people’s behaviour. If you are 
good yourself you will be able to bring out the best in everyone.

99. Life will never meet you on your terms but yes, if you have the 
courage, you can deal with it on your terms.

100. Be and let be.

101. The problem is not that we do not do a lot. The problem is that 
we do not do a little.

102. In this cycle of life, however badly we may want, we cannot 
play a bigger role than what we are destined to play and how-
ever hard we may try, we cannot play a lesser role either than 
what we are destined to play. So, stop worrying and do your 
work, do thy duty and live your life.

103. It is important in life to have focus, else one can keep respond-
ing to a myriad of stimuli and end up reaching nowhere, not 
only in terms of achievement but also in terms of intellectual 
understanding and realisation.

104. The only thing we need, to spread happiness, is to be happy 
ourselves.

105. When we look outwards, at others or otherwise, we find 
problems. When we look inwards at ourselves, our feelings, 
thoughts and responses, we find solutions.

106. If we leave our prejudiced thoughts behind, there is a world of 
beauty and joy out there waiting to be discovered.
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107. Never hold anger. Anger and hatred may harm the person 
against whom it is directed but it will destroy the person who 
holds it.

108. Love might not have conquered the world in the past but for 
the world ‘Love’ is still the only hope.

109. If you choose to give up, you have only yourself to blame.

110. When at a crucial juncture in life you are faced with a number 
of different options, choose the toughest one.

111. Fighting over God and religion, disrespecting each other over 
religion and God, looking down upon each other over religion 
and God, is the rock bottom of human intellectual evolution.

112. If you think that your region, race, caste, creed, colour, cul-
ture, religion and God is better than everyone else’s, you are 
no better.

113. Every successful man has reached where he has because he thor-
oughly loved doing what he did.

114. Life is a game of football. You can’t complain you didn’t get 
an empty field. You have to play against severe opposition and 
win and enjoy doing so.

115. Success should not be a probability. Success should be a deci-
sion you take. Decide to succeed and give it your best.

116. Being passionately in love with life is the best choice you have 
and the best choice you can make.

117. Your destiny is not decided based on how you behave during 
your easy and comfortable times. Your destiny is decided based 
on how you conduct yourself during your tough and challeng-
ing times.

118. God has given us the choice and ability to be sensible. If we 
choose to be otherwise, he is not to be blamed.
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Gulia, during his training days at the defence academy.
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This was the condition in which Gulia had to spend four sleepless months 
in the Intensive Care Unit, without moving at all.

Gulia with his caregiver six months after his injury when he sat in his 
wheelchair for the first time.
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Gulia reaching the top of Marsimik La at 18,632 feet, the highest motorable 
mountain pass in the world, after 55 hours of near non-stop driving.

Gulia, over the years, receiving various awards for his achievements in the 
fi eld of adventure sports and social work.



Gulia, over the years, receiving various awards for his achievements in the 
field of adventure sports and social work.

Gulia, over the years, receiving various awards for his achievements in the 
field of adventure sports and social work.
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