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FOR MY SON, RIAZ. 
I Love You.



PROLOGUE
In his shiny almost brand-new Daytona Violet 3series BMW, on that hot African summer 

afternoon of 1998, cruising along the N3 freeway from Durban to Johannesburg, Isaac 

Lakhi felt invincible. After all, why shouldn’t he ? His life was in 6th gear. At 22, he was an 

Entrepreneur running a multi-million Dollar manufacturing outfit, employing 25 people. He 

had just married a beauty queen 5 weeks earlier, and bought a swish townhouse on the leafy 

Houghton Drive in the posh suburb of Houghton. As rapidly as his empire was mushrooming, 

even faster was his ego flourishing ! From zero to hero overnight; his future looked destined 

for greatness!

But suddenly, it all came to an abrupt hault, as his sports car rolled. Cops found him on the 

side of the road in an unconscious state. Airbags failed to deploy. As medics wheeled him off 

the chopper into the emergency room, their gloomy faces mirrored the future that awaited 

Lakhi. Either gloomy and dark, or maybe, even the end.



FINDING LIGHT AND PURPOSE IN THE DARKNESS
During those dark days post my accident, I prayed. And prayed. And prayed. 

But the more I prayed, the further things moved away from me. I asked 

myself why my prayers went ignored. I looked around me, and saw people 

driving flashy late-model German cars, living in luxurious houses, dining at 

fancy restaurants, settling bills with platinum charge cards with no pre-set 

spending limits. And here I was, scavenging around. A figment of the man 

that I once was. It did not make sense to me. I asked myself that if God was 

limitless, why was he limiting me ? Why was I given the rats and mice, when 

“less mortal” souls than me were given the cream of the crop ? I started 

getting angry. Very angry.  Actually, I was getting damn mad ! This is not fair, 

I often said to myself. I remember seeking solace in “absurd” observations 

¬--- like in the Hollywood blockbuster “The Island”, where the clone asks a 

human “what is God”. The human says “you know when you really want 

something really badly, God is the guy that ignores you”. Blasphemous as it 

is, but that resonated very well with me !



When I was a kid, my great grand-father told me to thing big. He use 

to say to me “son, don’t be afraid to ask God for whatever you want, 

because His treasures are unlimited. And even if He has to grant all your 

wishes, it would not make the slightest dent to His wealth”. That was 

my great grandpa. Grandpa used to say “aim for the stars, but if you 

reach the sky, well done”. The thing was, I did what I had been taught, 

but all that I got were the rats and mice. During grandpa’s twilight years, 

I moaned about my condition, and his retort was “you aim too high”. 

Huh, what a contradiction, I said to myself. Here the same man that I 

once idolised, told me to scale down on my dreams, as this was the real 

world.

As the years went by and as the aggression and anger that built up in 

me due to the accident started dissipating, I developed the habit of 

studying very successful people, from Entrepreneurs to Entrepreneurial 

families. I learnt many things, like how some of the bigger families, 

scattered among many generations, where the family members that 

were inextricably linked to the business and used the business to derive 

their livelihood  found, is that despite these Entrepreneurs being worlds 

apart in terms of personality and character; a common denominator 

that I identified in them was, they do what they do, because they are 

passionate about what they do.

I was also fascinated by the sustainability of wealth creation and 

accumulation that could be transferred to subsequent generations. I 

loved what the South African Finance Minister at the time, told me at a 

seminar, that “let your legacy be measured by this – when you leave the 

world, let the world be in a better place than when you found it”,

A few weeks later, I hooked up with a childhood buddy over breakfast, 

who had become a very successful Investment Banker. We got a bit 

philosophical and started talking about purpose and money when he 

said “all these guys that say that money does not matter are talking 

nonsense. It’s easy to say that after you’ve made it”.

About the same time, I enrolled for an MBA in Entrepreneurship at The 

Gordon Institute of Business Science, one of the world’s top business 

schools in Jozi. I was into the final part of the selection process. At the 

outset of the interview, the Professor asked the aspiring and budding 

MBA wannabes “who is here to make a truck load of money ?” I felt 

ambivalent a to whether to raise my hand, as, on the one hand, my 

observations had taught me that money was a natural result of pursuing 

your passion through a vehicle called business. Well at least to the 

successful game changers like Harris, Branson and Gates, yet on the 

other hand, the bottom line is that I had to amass the dough, as was so 

eloquently articulated to me by my high school buddy. Needless to say, 

my inner voice told me not to raise my hand.

That evening as I drove home from the interview, I had a very frank 

discussion with myself, as I asked myself what I wanted from my life. 

Sure, I needed to be rich, but is that what I really wanted ? And who is 

to say what success really is ? I started defining success and what success 

meant to me. Did I really need to be the CEO of a major corporation ? 

And if I did, what would the trade-offs be ? And how many Colleagues 

would I need to bone and shaft before getting to the top ? 

As a middle Manager at the time, I chuckled to myself in a Sandra 

Bullock flick where she purports her middle management sub-ordinate 

to be her fiancé. Her work permit expires, so American immigration 

requires that she go back to Canada for a few days. During that trip, 

her so-called fiance’s father, a tycoon, wants his son to come into the 

business. He tries various attempts, and even presses his son’s buttons 

by telling him “so you’ve slept your way to the middle !”.

I have been blessed with phenomenal parents. They loved me. They 

cared for me. They educated me. But I would have liked it had they 

been at my speech contests, sports days, registration days at varsity 

and so on. To their credit, mum was working hard to look after us. 

Dad and Mum had just said their goodbyes after 13 years, as Dad 

battled a depression after losing the love of his life.

I also come from a family of very successful Entrepreneurs, who made 

fortunes from nothing. One uncle in particular, started a manufacturing 

business at the age of 23, and by 30, sold it for a fortune. He had 

quickly become my own personal hero, largely because of his fantastic 

Entrepreneurial acumen, coupled by his appetite to take big risks, Man, 

he had big balls ! 

I then went back to examining myself during the time before my 

accident. I noted the “decays” that built up in me as I became rich. 

I realised that I had failed myself by fostering that crucial sense of 

discipline within me. I also failed to control my greed. But I also smiled, 

because at the time, I was single with no kids. I smiled because, I could 

easily have transferred those rotten habits into my children. I realised 



then that all the greenback in the world could not remedy the social 

decays that would have crept into my family. From that day onward, I 

made an oath that I live by, that I choose for money and material riches 

to be my slave; not my master.

At the same time, I had started articulating what success meant to 

me, and had drawn up my own plan. I made a choice to live my life by 

my own rules, when I wanted, with who I wanted, and doing what I 

wanted. But I also set parameters, based on my own value system, using 

the timeless story of ‘how would Dad feel if he saw me on the front 

page of The Star newspaper with an article about me ?’  as a yardstick 

to determine whether  it be appropriate, or not.

I also made an oath to myself to be at, where reasonably possible, at 

every speech contest, football game, birthday, wedding anniversary, 

graduation, Dentist appointment for my boys, gynae appointment for 

my wife and so on.

As for money, I asked myself, ‘how big do you want to be’. In doing 

so, I drew inspiration from a dynamic former mentor by the name of 

Lee Griessel. Lee told me to think about what I would like to hear from 

people as they delivered a eulogy at my memorial service. It sounded 

odd to me, but I did it anyway. I coupled that with what a former boss 

taught me about planning – he told me to visualise my objective, and 

then work backwards to achieve it.

In 2008, shortly after starting at the segmental division of the Bank that 

I was head-hunted by, I was invited for the Leadership Conference. The 

Head of Sales was on a high. The segment had just made a pre-tax profit 

of R2.9 billion, and that was just for the segment, not even the Group 

! He spoke passionately about the Executive Committee’s plans to grow 

that to R4 billion by the next financial year. Not bad, I thought to myself, 

as we had just entered the “Great Recession”, caused by the sub-prime 

mortgage crisis.  What was the sub-prime crisis, you may ask ? Basically, 

it was retail Banks selling home-loans (or mortgages) to folk that that 

they knew could not afford it, then their wholesale sisters packaged 

these home-loans, and then sold the “consolidated” basket of home-

loans to insurance companies, pension funds, hedge funds and so, some 

knowing, and others not knowing (or claimed to not know), that they 

were selling toxic rubbish. 

So it’s like taking your broken mobile phone, combining it with all your 

friend’s faulty phones, and knowing that it is not working properly, still 

selling it in the local classifieds to unsuspecting people, in the hope that 

you nobody would find you out.

Now back to the Leadership Conference. By 2011, the impact of the 

sub-prime crisis had somewhat dissipated and markets were recovering. 

By 2012, there were 2 re-structures in the segment that I worked in, 

with significant changes to the EXCO and also within the organisation. 

At a road-show, the same guy from 4 years ago, but now the new CEO, 

passionately spoke of how “proud” he was of us as we had generated a 

pre-tax profit of R3billion ! What, I asked myself, given that just 4 years 

ago, the segment had made about the same profit. Sure, the world 

had just gone through the impact of the worst recession, ever, but I 

thought, there were 2 structural changes in a short space of 4 years, 

that had to have borne fruit. Also, South Africa was “shielded” from the 

global turmoil due to laws such as The National Credit Act. So what was 

the point of the re-structures, I wondered. Then I heard another thing 

that made me think even more; the Group set a lofty goal of doubling 

profits in 3 years ! 3 years, oh boy. At what expense, how much more 

bad blood was going to be created, how many more casualties would 

be created by way of retrenchments, demotions and the like, and how 

many careers will be buggered up. After all, the Bank was still making 

mega profits, marginally less than the previous year, but still big. So 

for me, this was not about survival. Not even growth, but rather about 

greed. Sure, it’s great to be big, and powerful, and reversed, and rich. It’s 

great to grow, ‘cos if we don’t grow, we are stagnating. And the cost of 

living just keeps going up, and up, and up. But I kept asking myself, how 

much is enough, and what is the measurement for enough ?



To give me clarity, but I suppose in some ridiculous way, to confuse the 

daylights out of me even more, I read the following story. It goes like this:

There was once a King who, despite his luxurious lifestyle, was neither 

happy nor content.

One day, the King saw a servant who was singing happily whilst 

working. This fascinated the King; why was he, the Ruler of the Land, 

unhappy, while a servant had so much joy.

The King asked the servant, “Why are you so happy?”

The man replied, “Your Majesty, I am but a servant & my family & I don’t 

need too much, just a roof over our heads & warm food to eat.”

The king wasn’t satisfied with that reply so he sought the advice of 

his advisor. After hearing about the servant’s story, the advisor said, 

“Your Majesty, I believe that the servant Has not been made part of 

The 99 Club.”

“The 99 Club? What’s that?” the King asked.

The advisor replied, “Your Majesty, to know what The 99 Club is, put 99 

Gold coins in a bag & leave it at this servant’s doorstep.”

When the servant saw the bag, he took it into his house & opened the 

bag, he let out a great shout of joy: So many gold coins!

He began to count them. After several counts, he was convinced that 

there were 99 coins. He wondered, what happened to that last gold 

coin? Surely, no one would leave 99 coins!

He searched everywhere, but that final coin was elusive. Finally, 

exhausted he decided that he was going to have to work harder than 

ever to earn that gold coin & complete his collection.

From that day, the servant’s life changed. He was overworked, grumpy & 

castigated his family for not helping him make the 100th gold coin.

Seeing this drastic change the King was puzzled & went back to his 

advisor, the advisor said, “Your Majesty the servant has now joined The 

99 Club: It is a name given to people who have enough to be happy 

but are never contented, they’re always striving for that extra one, 

saying to themselves: let me get that one final thing & then I will be 

happy for life.’



HAPPINESS
I liked the guy that headed Commercial Property Finance up very much. Lukesh had built his 

business into an empire very quickly. But what I liked most about him was his happy-go-luck 

outlook and particularly, his humility. I guess that came from the part where I read somewhere 

that God loves people that are rich, but humble. So I asked Lukesh to mentor me.

Over a coffee at the Hyatt, we chatted about many things. I always journalise engagements 

like these, but the one thing that features prominently in my mind, is that as human 

beings, we will only be happy when we close the gap between how we perceive ourselves 

and how others perceive us. But the formula for happiness can’t be as simple as that, I 

thought to myself. The more I thought about it, the more sense it made to me. 



But I realised that in order to get to that point of equilibrium, I would 

need to go through a difficult journey. A very frank journey. A journey 

of asking people what they thought about me, and not just those that 

liked me, but particularly those that didn’t. Especially those. And then 

measure their responses against how I perceived myself. Eish, I thought, 

as I stepped into coffee session after coffee session. 

But before I did that, I took my medicine upfront. I realise that the truth 

may be a bitter pill to swallow. Boy, was I wrong !

What I discovered shocked the daylights out of me. You see, during 

those dark days after my accident, my confidence had taken a beating, 

as the impact of the accident was felt, and corresponding negative 

thoughts had fostered its way into my life.  I had built up an image in 

my head that I was useless, hopeless, and a moegoe. This was coupled 

by the fact that, even though I had some good milestones by an early 

stage in my life, like being the President of the Students Representatives 

Council in school, and then building up a significant business, I became 

arrogant, and quickly went onto an ego trip.

During my “humbling” years after my accident, I had developed the 

habit of prayer. I prayed irregularly, but when I saw the impact of prayer 

in my life, I started praying more frequently. But I didn’t realise that 

prayer takes time to be fulfilled. Being highly impatient, I also grew 

quickly frustrated, and started losing hope. My mentor, Mr Goolam, told 

me that everything in the Universe happens at the appointed time, but 

that meant little to me at the time. Only after a few years did it occur to 

me that my wishes were indeed accepted immediately, but fulfilled later 

on. But being the impatient and stupid schmuck I was, I did not realise 

that at the time. But after some years when I saw my wishes coming 

true, did I realise that he was right after all.

So what were the shocking results of the “happiness” test ? The 

“results” told me that people liked me, that they interpreted me as 

humble, kind, and a compassionate person. A good person, who cared 

for mankind. But my impression of myself was that nobody, I mean 

nobody, liked me. So man, this was difficult to swallow ! Before going 

home that evening, I went to a park, took off my suit jacket, tie, shoes, 

socks and rolled up my pants, and took a walk on the grass. It was like I 

was experiencing a symphony of nature, as I collated the feedback and 

consolidated it. Sure, there was negative feedback, but I had conditioned 

my mind that everything I was going to hear was going to be negative. 

But this was like nothing I had prepped myself for.

So what happened, I asked myself. As I pushed myself harder and harder 

for answers over the coming days, it occurred to me that during those 

high school and early adult years, I had a poor relationship with God.

I also became frustrated as nothing that I touched seemed to work out 

for me. So I figured that I could do things independent of asking God for 

His help, and I was arrogant enough to believe that I could do a better 

job ! You may say that I had built a successful business. Yes indeed, I 

had. Well at least from the outside. But if it was that successful, it would 

have been able to run itself when I was out of circulation during my 

“down” time.

So what changed ? When I took to praying, and then stopped praying 

because I saw little or no result, and then started praying again when 

I saw results, I did not realise that in correcting my relationship with 

God, my relationship with mankind automatically corrected itself. I also 

struggled to get mankind’s approval, but when I stopped trying to get 

mankind’s approval, and instead pursued getting God’s approval, then 

the approval from mankind was really automatic.

The second realisation came about after a white-water rafting team-

building event. I sat in a boat with my boss’ boss. As the rapids calmed 

down, and after singing “row row a boat gently down a stream ...”, my 

boss asked her boss whether he believed in God. Absurd, I thought, but 

let’s see what the MBA-strategist says. He quoted the Philosopher Pascal, 

and said something along the lines “I’m not sure if there is a God or 

not” but there is no harm in believing, and if it turns out that I’m wrong, 

well, I’ve lost nothing at all”. That doesn’t make sense, I said to myself. 

At that point, it dawned upon me that if I am going to believe, I should 

do so whole-heartedly, cos how do I expect God to believe in me and 

help me, especially in my hour of need, when I do not believe whole-

heatedly in Him, let alone have the conviction that He will accept and 

fulfil what I was am asking of Him.

And the third thing that I realised in becoming happy, in addition to 

fixing up my relationship with Him and believing completely in Him, 

was that I had to learn to become patient. But for me, patience was 

not an issue of pursuing something submissively and relentlessly, but 

rather having the understanding that the end result would be worth the 

sacrifice. So I had to quickly learn to become patiently impatient.



THE POWER OF KINDNES IN THE FACE OF 
DESPONDENCY
The days after my accident were dark and cold and bleak. Friends had 

disappeared. So too had most of the family, concerned about their “image” 

in keeping company with me. I was after all, down and out and in the 

gutter. Overnight, I became a systemic cancer in a family of high-performing 

Entrepreneurs, who decisively relegated the few who didn’t make it into 

oblivion. I needed a walking stick to help me balance. I spoke with a stutter. 

I became aggressive due to mood swings because of the meds. Even 

though I did not forget how to write, my co-ordination was so pathetic, 

my hand-writing rivalled that of a grade 1 kid. I could not hold a fork 

properly when eating, and when I did, most of the food would fall back 

into the plate. Quacks gave me a remote chance of recovery. They placed 

my brain disability at a rate of 80%. Barely a month had passed after 

defaulting on the first payment; the bank commenced foreclosing as 

part of its standard operating procedure that was sold at an auction.

They then sold the short-fall to a bunch of Lawyers specialising in buying 

delinquent debt at a huge discount. These are the sort of B-grade Lawyers 

who can’t make it in the real world of doing meaningful and significant 

legal work to make a living, so they resort to sucking blood out of a stone. 

The insurance company owned by the Bank I financed my house 

through, threw out my disability claim. I challenged them, but the 

Ombudsman told me to take it up the tail-pipe. My BMW was written 

off, with the finance company nagging like chihuahas for settlement. 

Summonses were being served at my door on an almost daily basis, so 

much so that the Sheriff even came home for lunch one day ! But even 

though I deplored him for being the messenger of bad news, he was, 

after all, only the messenger. So I treated him with kindness, and I guess 

that he reciprocated that, as he suddenly stopped visiting!

Naturally, I became suicidal. 2003 was the most challenging year for me. 

I literally put my gun in my mouth on several occasions, but could not 

muster the courage to pull that little grey piece of metal. It just didn’t 

feel right. Nothing could lift me up. Well almost. 

Quacks talk about the 5 stages of loss. Denial, anger, bargaining, 

depression and acceptance. Though I eventually got out of it, it took a 

long time. 7 years to be precise. I come from a culture where things get 

swept things under the door. So people believed that I was just “faking” 

the trauma that I was experiencing, and their minds told them that they 

should be “tough” on me, as that was the only way I would get better.

Whilst being tough has it merits, especially with children, as my 

experiences had taught me that there was indeed substance to the adage 

“you have to be cruel to be kind”; the problem was that a one size fits all 

approach does not always work. What I needed was kindness, someone 

just to say that everything was going to be okay. Yes sure, I had made 

mistakes, plentiful mistakes, but during that dark time, I learned the 

power of kindness. Nobody quite epitomised that better than my wife, 

Zeenie, a maverick. Whilst immediate family were indifferent, she was 

patient with me. She endured my mood swings and was constantly at 

the receiving end of me snapping at her. But she held on, fought on, and 

believed in me. She was, and still is, my personal hero. As had become 

common place with my Zeenie, who had become my rock and my anchor,

Another reason why I did not pull that little grey piece of metal was 

because of a diamond of a lady called Moira Sinclair. Obviously, Zeenie 

knew of my penchant for Cape Town, that I visited for the first time with 

my father in 1987. Of the most valuable gifts that Dad gave me were, 

love my mother and treat her like a queen. Funny, ‘cos Dad shared this gift 

with me in the “Mother City”, as Cape Town is affectionately known as. 

Dad also taught me to always respect and treat women with kindness as 

they are the nucleus of the world, and the best of men are those that treat 

their wives well. And off course, he gave me the gift of Cape Town !

So to lift me up, and with her meagre salary, Zeenie took me to the 

beautiful Cape Town. We stayed at the glamorous Cape Sun, an icon on 

the Cape skyline, owned by Southern Sun hotels at the time. A boo-boo 

was made on our booking, so I made a big hoo-ha about it. I asked to 

speak to the General Manager, but as he was out, his Assistant at the 

time, Moira Sinclair was summoned. After demonstrating exceptional 

Leadership, poise, finesse and charm, Moira sorted things out. When 

we got off on the 32nd floor, I immediately knew that something was 

different, as I counted only 6 rooms on that floor. When the porter 

opened the door, I was blown away. In front of me, was the biggest and 

most expansive hotel room that I had ever seen in my life. We had just 

been upgraded to the Presidential suite ! It was something out of this 

world. The suite was bigger than our apartment back home, and featured 

every conceivable luxury. It even had a jacuzzi ! I mean here I was, majorly 

depressed, broke and suicidal, and from Cape Town’s tallest tower at the 

time, I was privileged to see as far as Robben Island, that was once home 

to great men like Nelson Mandela, Ahmed Kathrada and Walter Sisulu!

As a private person at the time, I did not share the impact that Moira’s 

random act of kindness had on me. And I doubt that Moira knew that 

she had – literally – saved my life. Moira immediately became my hero. 

After the car accident, I went overnight from hero to zero, and Moira’s 

actions averted me from going further down into sub-zero.



GETTING BACK UP
So how did I get out of that negative and destructive frame of mind ? As 

my memory weakened, I became highly reliant on a diary. What happened 

was purely co-incidental. At the end of every month, I developed the habit 

of writing down all the good things that happened to me in that month. I 

wrote in short sentences, and in bullet points. Simple things like “enjoyed 

the walk in the park with the tingling sensation of grass on my feet” or 

“loved feeding bread to the pigeons”. Or “blown away in experiencing 

the fresh autumn air on morning run with Zeenie”. 

This trend continued, and at the end of each year, I consolidated the 

best “highlights” of my year. As I became more technology-driven, I 

then created folders on my Blackberry called “the years in review”. The 

amazing thing is that whenever I feel despondent, I refer to these notes, 

and become appreciative of the past. 

I’ve also updated my BlackBerry with monthly highlights as far as 5 years 

back, so at the beginning of each month, I’m able to see what I did in 

that month 5 years ago, 4 years ago, and so on. In doing so, I was, and 

still am, able to work out common “trends” that helped me to become 

more pro-active. So as an example, in April of each year, I take a flu 

vaccine, so should I forget, simply reading last year’s journal helps me.

Another nice thing that helped me, and still does, is that I am able to chart 

what happened to me when going through a challenging time in my life. 

I record my frame of mind, my thoughts, actions and so on. Then I look 

at what the end of the challenge looked like, compared to the beginning. 

From this, I work out what worked, what did not, what opportunities I 

made the most of, and what I missed. Doing this exercise, I realised that 

opportunity comes in strange forms. I related to what Morgan Freeman 

says to the character named Senator Evan something, in the movie 

Evan Almighty. Freeman tells the Senator that if a person prays for say, 

courage, does God give that person courage, or does He give that person 

the platform to build the attribute of courage. I also remember reading 

something that said that, sometimes God tests us over and over again, 

until we reach our objective. For me, that’s kindness. But I also figured that 

I can’t keep playing the same game over and over again, using the same 

rules, and expect different results. That’s insanity, as Albert Einstein said ! 

So using these journals, I am able to record what I missed, or what I could 

have done better. So the the next time a challenge comes about, I can use 

it to my benefit in growing myself.

CHANGE
Most people hate change. I know that I hated it. I got mad at God 

as I perceived the test that He sent to me as a punishment for doing 

something wrong. But then I read something interesting on a bill-board 

(probably sponsored by some Samaritan !) that when I look at the world 

differently, the world starts to look different. I put this into the context 

of my life, and realised that I have a choice – I could either interpret the 

test as a punishment, or as a platform to grow myself and to become 

better. Better than I was yesterday, and superior to myself, compared to 

yesterday.

My boss once told me during a performance review that I am averse to 

change. Really, as I thought to myself, aren’t you on the same EXCO 

that changes and shakes things around, but when the time arrives 

to measure the change in the bottom line, the bottom line remains 

unchanged ? Again when driving home that evening from work, I 

thought what he had said and it occurred to me that he was right, 

though partly, about me being slow to change. Experience taught me 

that changing just for the sake of changing (like when a new CEO walks 

in to a business) without doing a full analysis of the benefits that the 

change would bring, would be just as useless as not changing at all. So 

though I am slow to change, I am always willing to change, but I need 

to assure myself that the benefits of the change are worth changing in 

the first place. Sure, we sometimes get it wrong, but the guys at work 

consistently seemed to get it wrong, despite their numerous credentials 

next to their names. 

Nowadays when challenges come, and though I don’t always exactly 

relish it, I view them as an opportunity to grow. It’s in the gloomy times 

I found myself. It’s during those hard days that I found my purpose. And 

re-invented myself.



MIRACLES
During mid 2012, my wife had just picked our kids up from school, and 

they were involved in a motor vehicle accident. A driver in a delivery 

van jumped a red light. The injuries that they sustained looked big, but 

after taking out all the emotion and sensation, it wasn’t that big of a 

deal. Though I remained calm, I was a bit annoyed, due to the fact that 

Zeenie’s car that was fully paid off, was written off by the insurance 

company. They settled the claim, but as is synonymous with insurance 

companies, we got screwed.

I told my wife and kids that the accident was not their fault. They were 

quite shaken up though, so I told them not to go to school for the rest 

of the week. And I worked from home that week, to be with them.

In the midst of all this and based on my own personal philosophy that 

opportunity often comes from adversity, I searched for the silver lining. 

We eventually got a new car 5 weeks later, but that 5 weeks seemed 

like an eternity, as I had to personally drop the kids off every morning, 

and then pick them up from school, drop them at home, and then go 

back to work. So I was losing a good 90 minutes in production per day, 

multiplied by 25 business days (or 5 weeks), and that equated to almost 

40 hours. What made matters worse was that it was close to the end of 

our financial year; bonuses were applied inconsistently at work, so I was 

concerned about the impact of the lesser hours on my bonus.

This was amplified by the fact that the culture at work was such that, on one 

day you were the flavour of the month, and the next, the skunk of the Earth. 

With the proceeds of the insurance settlement, I was able to settle my car.

Out of the blue one Thursday, a salesman from a dealership called me 

and asked me if we were still in the market for a new car. We were. After 

telling him of my wife’s personal preferences, it just so happened that he 

had exactly what she was looking for in stock ! Voila, no waiting period. 

After sorting out the finance and insurance formalities, I didn’t feel like 

picking the car up, so I asked him to deliver it the next day to our home.

After show-casing my wife’s new wheels to us, Salesman Shaun Naude, 

armed with loads of energy and an awesome attitude, casually mentioned 

in passing about a promotion that a few dealers were collectively running 

on that model, that, if purchased within that month, we could win the 

car back in cash. I didn’t think much of that, and didn’t really pay much 

attention to him. After all, my surname is lakhi, not lucky !

A few weeks later, my family and I were out on a weekend walk. As it 

turned out, my younger kid needed the loo, so we stopped at a swish 

hotel for him to do his thing. While waiting for the boys’, Zeenie and I 

decided to sit at the pool, and have a coffee. What happened next blew 

my mind – Shaun called me from the Dealership, and ecstatic like you 

can’t believe, told me that we won the car ! Was I hearing correctly, I 

asked myself, as it took some time for the wonderful news to hit home !

So what really happened was that as a result of the accident, my car got 

paid off, and my wife got a brand new, fully paid car. Nobody was hurt in 

the accident, and the minor medical bills were settled by the medical aid.

It then dawned upon me that miracles are everywhere and it happens 

every day. I simply needed to open my eyes ! When I started looking at 

the same world differently, the world suddenly looked different ! Besides 

being a miracle, this was such awesome kindness and mercy that God 

was showing to my family and me. And He did it with such style and 

class – He sat us down at a nice hotel, got us tea and coffee, and then 

had the call patched through.

A few years before that incident, I read the following story. It didn’t make 

much sense to me at the time, but in hindsight, it made so much sense 

after the accident, because I saw so many similarities. It goes like this:

The only survivor of a shipwreck was washed up on a small, uninhabited 

island. He prayed feverishly to God to rescue him, and every day he 

scanned the horizon for help, but none seemed forthcoming. He 

nevertheless remained hopeful of help and continued praying every day.

Exhausted, he eventually managed to build a little hut out of driftwood 

to protect him from the elements and to store his few possessions. But 

then one day, after scavenging for food, he arrived home to find his little 

hut in flames, the smoke rolling up to the sky.

 

The worst has happened he cried to himself, for everything was lost. He 

was stunned with grief. How could this happen to me! he cried.

Early the next day, he was awakened by the sound of a ship that was 

approaching the island. It had come to rescue him. “How did you know I 

was here?” the man asked the sailors on the ship. “We saw your smoke 

signal,” they replied !



OPPORTUNITIES
In 2002, unemployed, I was restless one night. I got up and thought of 

approaching insurance company, Discovery, about launching a credit card. 

I spent a few days working out how the credit card would work, 

specifically around the value proposition, and even more specifically, 

about how it would be different from other cards on the market. 

In one day, I wrote up a 20 page business plan. It was an awesome 

business plan. Sadly, it just remained a plan, because I lacked the 

courage to go to Discovery, to propose the plan to them. What was the 

worse that would have happened ? They would have just told me to 

get lost. By the end of 2003, I read in the newspaper that Discovery had 

launched an exciting range of credit cards. An opportunity missed.

During those years, I also developed the habit of reading quite extensively, 

especially the Business section. One of the CEOs that I really fancied is a 

giant of a man named Ronnie Watson, the then CEO of Wesbank. I read 

in the paper of how he had built Wesbank into twice the size of their 

closest competitor, measured by profit, not just turrnover. So out of the 

blue, and without knowing him, I emailed Ronnie a congratulatory note 

on his success, and guess what, he responded a few days later. Imagine 

that; an extraordinary man like Ronnie, writing to an ordinary man like 

me, thanking me for my email. Can you imagine what that did to my self-

esteem ? Here I was – sick, depressed, recovering from a traumatic brain 

injury, and unemployed, and I get an email from the CEO of South Africa’s 

number 1 asset finance Bank ! 

In 2005, after about 8 years of unemployment, I just landed a job at a 

proto-type concept store based at the upmarket Clearwater Mall. Shortly 

after opening shop, a guy working at Wesbank walked into the store. 

This guy was apparently blown away by our proto-type, and supposedly 

even more by the service that he received from me. A few days later, 

he wrote to Ronnie Watson (who I had completely forgotten about), 

copying me on the email, praising our concept, and praising me even 

more. A few days after that, I got an email from Ronnie’s PA, stating that 

Ronnie wanted to see me, at my office. I couldn’t believe it ! 

Naturally, I tried to impress the pants off Ronnie. For days on end, I 

planned what I was going to say. When he arrived at my office, I had hot 

croissants and coffee ready. I got a pre-paid parking ticket, so he didn’t 

have to bother with at the mall’s pay station.

A few days prior to that meeting, I won the Runner up Young Banker of the 

Year award from the Institute of Bankers. I presented my idea of the credit 

card that I had coined a few years earlier, and having the “endorsement” 

from the IoB, I saw it a perfect opportunity to pitch it to Ronnie.

He appeared very interested in the idea, but asked me questions more 

relevant to myself, like my education, my background, networks etc. He 

agreed to get his guy from Growth and New Markets to get in touch 

with me, and true to his promise, he did. 

A few days after that, I presented the idea. The panel loved it, but then a 

few days after that, I got an email from them to say that it was a no-go. 

Obviously, I wasn’t particularly happy about that. 

In examining what went wrong, I realised that opportunities are indeed 

everywhere, but I needed to take advantage of it immediately when it 

presented itself.

Or miss the boat. And that’s exactly what happened to me. Back in 

2002, I had the opportunity to take my idea to Discovery. But I lacked 

the courage. Then in 2005, I took it to Wesbank, but the window 

of opportunity had already closed. What had opened though, was 

an opportunity to possibly work as an Executive Assistant to Ronnie 

Watson, and eventually work my way up to becoming CEO. 

But I missed that boat too, because while I had “ring-fenced” my mind 

to the credit card idea, another opportunity was presented to me, and 

that was to fast track my career. I missed that too.

So like miracles, I realised that opportunities are everywhere. They just 

don’t come disguised in the form and manner that we think it will. 

God didn’t knock on my door and say are you home ? I come bearing  

miracles and opportunities !. He positioned it differently. 

My accident made me tougher and stronger. It was a blessing in 

disguise. My wife’s car accident meant an end to car payments for 

both of us. A blessing, though disguised as an adversity. I made the 

most of those opportunities, but missed the Discovery and Wesbank 

opportunities. Silly me.



GIVING BACK
By 2004, I was showing good signs of recovery, largely 

driven and inspired by my mind. I stopped feeling sorry 

for myself. I knew that I will never fully recover from my 

accident, but there was nothing stopping me from trying. 

By then, I had commenced studying towards a law 

degree. But the problem is that I had to sustain myself 

financially. I saw an advert in the paper for a legal intern 

at Deloitte. So I called up HR. The voice on the other 

side asked me whether I had experience. Durr, I said to 

myself, I’m still a student. I then got the proverbial no. 

I asked her what else she had. “Nothing much”, she 

said, “just an opening for a driver”. I had to earn some 

money, and quickly. So I said to her “I’ll take it”. 

She asked me again, “do you have experience ?” I said 

“yes, I got my drivers license 10 years ago, and have 

been driving since then”. In fact, I was driving for much 

longer than that; I caused my first car accident at the 

age of 11 when I crashed Dad’s car into another car. It 

turned out that I did not calculate the distance correctly. 

Dad just laughed it off, and took it on the chin. 

The HR lady then asked “I mean, do you have experience 

as a driver, like collecting parcels and then dropping it off 

somewhere else ?” I mean hallo, how much brains does 

it take it to load some boxes into a van, take it from point 

A to point B, and then get someone to sign a piece of 

paper confirming the delivery.

But I still had to earn something. And I kept the getting 

the middle finger at every turn. 

I saw a gap in the market, in that there were no 

speciality butchers in a certain focused niche where a 

demand existed. People in this niche, living in the area, 

had to drive 35 kilometres to the closest butcher shop, 

stand in a long queue, and then drive 35 kilometres 

back. It was a headache. So I thought of telling them 

to become vegetarians, but didn’t quite see the money 

making opportunity in that !



I also didn’t have the capital to start a “bricks and mortar” outlet, so I 

decided to use the internet as a virtual shop. So basically, I would take 

meat from Peter (the butcher shop 70km’s away) and deliver it to Paul 

(people that lived in my area). I applied a small profit, got a discount 

from my supplier and made a bit of money. But not a lot.

A few weeks before that, I heard about this great Business School called 

“GIBS”, so I went onto their website to check it out. I registered on their 

website to receive newsletters and that sort of stuff. It prompted me to 

enter the usual sort of info, but the question about “position” got me. 

What should I put ? I was after all, just a delivery boy at an insignificant 

retail internet outfit. So I put “CEO” !

A few weeks later, I got an invitation from GIBS for a “Speakers Dinner” 

with “captains of industry”. Oh boy ! I politely accepted the invitation. 

When I arrived, I was blown away, and also very intimidated, to see the 

actual faces of the folk that I read about in the business dailies. CEOs, 

CFOs, and all other “O”s you could think of ! Professionals, CEOS that 

were professionals, Entrepreneurs that were CEOs, all rubbing shoulders 

with each other. What was I going to say. Hello there, I’m Isaac Lakhi, 

owner of a butcher shop, delivery boy by day, wannabe CEO by night !

At the event, I met Professor Gill Marcus. Gill is the current Governor of 

the Reserve Bank. Basically, the CEO of a Central Bank. A Central Bank 

is the “big Daddy” of all the Banks in a country. They tell you what you 

can do, what you can’t do, how you should run your Bank, that sort of 

thing. Everybody knows Gill. Well at least in the Business and Political 

World, at least. She is an intellectual, a Strategic and dynamic thinker, a 

flamboyant Leader, and did a lot in liberating South Africa.

Naturally, I was nervous. I mean here I was. Essentially unemployed, 

disabled, and a bit coo-coos because of the accident. What happened 

next was amazing. Professor Marcus came up to me and said “Hello, I’m 

Gill Marcus. It’s a pleasure to meet you”. Was I dreaming ?! Was God 

having fun messing with me, again, I chuckled to myself. There was no 

need for Gill to introduce herself. I mean everybody there knew here. 

But what I really liked about her was her humility.

A few years after that, I attended a GIBS seminar that was a panel debate 

on the state of the South African economy. It was led by none other than 

Professor Marcus. Included in the panel was a leading Economist, an Asset 

Manager and some other guy. Everybody spoke of how well the shape 

of the economy was in, and how well we were doing. But not Gill. She 

took the opportunity to tell us how we could do more for the country, 

especially for the youth and elderly. That inspired me.

Because my memory has weakened, I don’t remember a lot, but I 

remember reading something about an Italian philosopher who said 

something – to the effect – that you haven’t really lived today, until you 

have done something for somebody, who you don’t owe anything to, 

who can’t repay you, and you don’t expect anything in return for. You 

can Google the exact thing if you think my narrative sucks. 

I then set a goal in my diary to do 6 meaningful things every year, for 

somebody that I don’t owe nothing, someone who can’t repay me, and 

who I expect nothing in return from.

The funny thing is that as I sat about in achieving this goal, only then did 

I realise that the wheels were already in motion. During my accident, I 

lost a lot of blood, so in 2002, Zeenie inspired me to donate blood. I met 

all the criteria; though my health was (and is not) awesome, I’m okay. 

And I wasn’t afraid of needles. So since 2002, I have been donating 

blood every 56 days. Funny, cos that equates to about 6 times a year. 

There are other examples of things that I do, but I also believe that when 

dispensing charity, “what the right hand does, the left hand should not 

know”. So I will stop with my examples.

Interestingly, my father-in-law said to me, that he will never ever give 

charity to a white man. I asked him why ? “Because of what the White 

man did to the Black man in apartheid South Africa ! That’s why”, he 

said with conviction, in his usual hoarse voice. So I asked him which 

political party he voted for. “The African National Congress, South 

Africa’s ruling party, off course”, came his reply. “And who was the 

ANCs most successful Leader in history?”, I asked. “President Nelson 

Mandela” he said with passion and pride. “And what did MADIBA 

teach us about forgiveness”, I asked. As a huge MADIBA fan, he proudly 

quoted a famous MADIBA passage that forgiveness is liberation of the 

soul. So I continued, pressing on, “if MADIBA, a global hero and icon, 

can forgive, shouldn’t we too ?”. 

My father-in-law is a stubborn man and didn’t say anything, but I figure 

that every time he sees a white man standing at a traffic light with a 

cardboard around his head, he either gives the guy a few coins, or 

re-inforces his belief that his daughter married the wrong man !

it to my benefit in growing myself.



CHANGE AND HOPE
I often lost hope during those dark days. I would find myself calling my 

mentor to help me. He told me stuff like hope outweighs fear, and that 

I should live with hope, not fear. That I should be positive, not negative. 

But when I was down in the dumps, those were just words. Sometimes 

it worked, yet on other days when I allowed the negativity to cultivate in 

my mind, it did not work. When it didn’t, I kept silent out of respect for 

my mentor, but thought he likes the sound of his own voice, so he is just 

rambling on indefinitely with meaningless babble.

What did inspire me though, as I remember, was the story of a wise 

governor, who said “people with the darkest pats, usually create the 

brightest futures”.

My Uncle told me a story when I was kid, of the man that did not have 

shoes. He cried about it, until one day when he saw a man without 

shoes and socks. The man that did not have neither shoes nor socks also 

bemoaned his condition, but stopped on the day when he saw a man 

without feet. That man too complained, until one day while walking 

through the market, he saw man in a wheelchair without legs. 

But unlike the others, that man did not complain; he was happy, 

smiling and sang away merrily, appreciating and grateful for the gift 

and opportunity of life. At the time, I was still a kid, so I didn’t get it. 

But after the accident, I thought back to it, and after coupling that with 

the timeless adage about when you look at the world differently, the 

world looks differently back at you. When I changed my understanding 

of situations, things suddenly looked better. And what seemed like an 

adversity, suddenly looked like an opportunity.

But I don’t always get it right. I’ve got to constantly remind myself of this. 

A couple of years ago, my boss sent me a story about an Eagle. At the 

time, like the earlier story of the guy that got ship-wrecked, meant little 

to me. I guess that it was because I was going through a good time in 

my life. But recently, another test came about. Things suddenly became 

difficult. Life became tough, overnight. I whined about it initially, but then 

saw it as an opportunity, a metamorphosis to re-invent myself. 

Here’s the story:

The Eagle has the longest life-span of its species. It can live up to 70 

years.  But to reach this age, the eagle must make a very difficult 

decision ! In its 40th year, the eagle’s long and flexible talons can no 

longer grab the prey which serves as food.  Its long and sharp beak 

becomes bent. Its old-aged and heavy wings, due to their thick feathers, 

stick to its chest and make it difficult to fly. Then, the eagle is left with 

only two options: either die or go through a painful process of CHANGE! 

This process lasts for 5 months. The process requires the eagle to fly to a 

mountain top and sit on its nest. There the eagle knocks its beak against 

a rock until it plucks it out. Then the eagle will wait for the new beak to 

grow back after which it will pluck out its talons. When its talons grow 

back, the eagle starts plucking its old aged feathers. And after this the 

eagle takes its famous flight of rebirth and LIVES for 30 more years !

Mum sent me this inspiring story,that I had forgotten about, and 

suddenly it seemed to have come to life. Then and there, I made an oath 

to myself to take back what I did not make the most of in the past. To 

change the course of my future through the decisions I make today. To 

take the test by the horns, mould it the way I want to, shape it, take 

ownership of my today by visualising my future of tomorrow, end what 

isn’t working, improve what is working, and implement a plan to unlock 

the future of my dreams ! Based on past experiences, I know that I need 

to be patient, have lots of faith, believe in myself, believe in the power 

of prayer, and believe in the power of my Lord whole-heartedly, knowing 

well aware, that if I believe whole-heartedly, I will reach the mountain 

top of my dreams ! For I am indeed, the man !

EPILOGUE
So why did I call this book “You the Man !”, you may ask ? Since birth, 

Zeenie fostered the habit of sleeping early in to my son. She firmly 

entrenched the timeless adage of early to bed, early to rise, makes you 

happy, wealthy and wise, into him. So by 8pm, my kid comes to me and 

says “Papa, can you put me to sleep ?”. This is the best time of the day 

for me !

So I hold my son in my arms, and as he doses into a deep sleep, when 

he stands on the border of the conscious and sub-conscious mind, I tell 

him things that helps him to dispel limiting beliefs. To believe, without 

boundaries. To dream, without limits. To be brave. To be bold. To be 

courageous. To be fearless.



And what’s the last thing that I say to him? 

YOU GUESSED IT; 
YOU THE MAN !



Isaac Lakhi


