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This is what Thanin Srisethi’s typical week looks like: Aikido, Muay Thai, 
weightlifting—twice a week each and on top of his day job as the managing director 
of his own construction company. The super active Punjabi says he is the only Indian 
in his dojo (training centre) and has been practising regularly for the last 14 years, 
recently earning a second dan (second degree black belt) and aiming for a third dan. 
His interest in Aikido began when he watched an instructional video. His curiosity 
was further heightened by Steven Seagal movies—an aikido practitioner himself. 
Here, he discusses his fixation and those who ridicule him.—REENA KARIM 
 
What is Aikido martial art?   
Aikido involves controlling the attacker’s motion and redirecting it, either back 
into the attacker by means of joint locks or by projecting the motion outwards by 
means of a throw. It is not a static art, but places great emphasis on motion and the 
dynamics of movement.  
 
When did you first start learning it?  
I started training under Motohiro Fukakusa Sensei in January 1999 at the 
Renbukan Dojo.

What was the training like? Were there weapons involved?  
Training has always been fairly strenuous. Training between one to two hours  
per session requires a lot of focus and conditioning. Through Aikido, I’ve had  
exposure to training with edged weapons, such as the bokken (wooden sword)  
and tanto (knife), as well as the jo (wooden staff).  
 
Do you follow a strict diet or routine in order to keep  
fit for Aikido?  
I believe that you receive what you give, or that output is directly related  
to input. We live in a world of cause and effect. I’m quite strict regarding  
my diet and routine. I approach it in a very disciplined and structured manner. 
 
How do you juggle both your business and Aikido?  
These days, I average about two sessions a week training aikido, two days a week  
of Muay Thai, and two days a week of lifting. Obviously, work comes first and all 
bets are off when it comes to work-related issues, but I always try to balance it out 
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Five physically active Indians on their 
uncommon lifestyle choices, the sports 
they love, and staying motivated 

THE INDEFATIGABLE 
INDIANS You usually won’t find a lot of Indians in the gym, on the running tracks, 

or in any sporty places.  We’re notoriously indifferent to keeping fit and 
healthy. Even though in many cultures, the toned physique and the healthy 
lifestyle are associated with wealth and higher socioeconomic status, 
many wealthy Indians suffer from cardiovascular problems at an alarmingly 
young age. There are exceptions, of course. And we talked to five Indians 
who have decided to take charge of their own health and turned that less-
than-popular activity among Indians into a passion. What on Earth made 
them do it in the first place? Why do they love exercising? And what keeps 
them going? Here, they share with us their stories. 

What does your family think of your involvement in Aikido?  
I’ve been very fortunate. They recognised my desire to be committed to this activity 
and supported it completely. Back when I first started (in my early 20s), my father 
would allow me to leave work an hour early nearly every day to go train. 
 
Have you ever been in a situation where people have laughed off 
your commitment to Aikido as a silly passion?  
Of course I have. I never let it bother me. I knew what I was doing and that was 
enough. I didn’t really need any external validation where this was concerned. 
 
 
 

   THE MULTI-TASKING YOGI

Though she faced illnesses such as bronchitis and shoulder tendonitis, this active 
Indian overcame all obstacles with the support of her family to finally pursue her true 
passion. Currently conducting yoga classes at various schools and studios around 
Bangkok, along with organising festivals and workshops, former science teacher–
turned–holistic guru Veena Sethi tells us why she’s a “multi-tasking octopus”. 
—KHATIDJA GILANI  
 

What brought you to yoga?  
I had bronchitis since childhood just like my dad. He invited his Ayurvedic doctor to 
stay with us and teach us yoga. I was 19, and of course, I laughed at my dad. But 
my grandfather was keen to cure my bronchitis, so he sent me to a homeopathic 
doctor’s house in Punjab, who got rid of it. And from that, I had to discover newer 
things that would help maintain my health. That was when I discovered yoga.  
 
How did the change from a science teacher to a yoga instructor 
happen?  
In 2002, I started teaching yoga/meditation at Ruamrudee International School 
to all the teachers, and I was really nervous, but once I finished my first class, my 
friends asked, “When is the next class?” Then I decided that all I wanted to do was 
yoga; I didn’t want to teach science anymore! I subsequently began teaching yoga/
meditation at a variety of studios and schools to teachers and students (focusing on 
kids with ADD/ADHD) after overcoming tendonitis. I guess I’m like a turtle, because 
I really waited to do what I’m doing now. It was like my dad planted a seed of yoga 
[in me], and now I’m juggling all this at once, kind of like an octopus.  
 

THE BLACK BELT BUSINESSMAN
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Are there similarities between teaching science and yoga?   
Well, everyone has different ability levels, so I have to use interventions; simplify 
tactics just like I would in school. I think all the science fairs I executed developed  
my organisational skills, which have helped me coordinate my yoga workshops now. 
My work with different nationalities, personalities, and teams has helped me big 
time in my yoga career, and I think you can always use your skills from one career 
into another.  
 

What is your preferred style of yoga?  
My training is in Hatha yoga, but by experiencing so many styles, I have gotten 
exposure, and I have taken things that I like and incorporated them into what I 
teach, focusing largely on prenatal yoga.  

What would you say to critics of yoga?   
I would convince them that yoga is all about stretching. Yoga is not all spiritual; 
it is physical too. I would tell them that as your body is growing older you are 
degenerating and becoming stiffer, so at least they should just start stretching to 
avoid taking medicines. And if they still don’t want to do it, then too bad. They are 
losing out! 

Lastly, what is your biggest motivation?   
Well, my biggest motivation is to stay fit and healthy because I don’t want to take 
medicines again! I also want to continue my professional development and learn 
more by coordinating yoga workshops so that I can give more to my students. 
 
 
 

    THE WORLD RUNNER

Fortysomething Vikas Kawatra, who works in investment banking, is always 
ready for a run no matter where and almost no matter when. While you can find 
him running at Lumphini or Suan Luang Rama IX parks, he also likes to take off on 
any random street in Bangkok and in the cities he travels to for work. Although 
he doesn’t consider himself to be a serious runner, Vikas runs 30km a week, five 
to six half-marathons and two marathons a year. Here, he tells us where he finds 
his motivation, what he discovered on the way to Suvarnabhumi Airport, and why 
slowing down is harder than you think.—AMITHA AMRANAND 
 

Why did you decide to start running?  
It’s the cheapest sport. For people who travel a lot [like me], it’s difficult to engage in 
a sport where you need a lot of equipment. 
 

Were you active in other sports before you started running?  
A bit of golf. I used to go to the gym quite a lot, but people who are runners find 
the gym to be pretty boring.  

How do you get motivated to run?  
Once you’re on the track and have run two miles, then you get into the momentum. 
And there’s no looking back. So the motivation is actually how you feel after the run, 
which is an absolutely great feeling.  
 

How do you deal with lack of motivation?  
When you skip [a long run], you feel awful because the next long run will be a week 
later. There have been many occasions where I missed the morning run; I became so 
angry with myself that I started running in the afternoon.  
 

What do you enjoy most about running?  
When you run outside, you’re with nature. You have people around you—different 
energy, different roads, different time of the day. And if people who go on long runs 

can maintain a steady pace, once in a while, they will reach a state where they  
are at peace. You don’t know what’s happening around you, and you are in  
the alpha state. 
 
What are some of the coolest things you’ve discovered about 
Bangkok while running?  
Going from my home to the airport, I took the same route that usually a car would 
take, which was a mistake. But on that route, I discovered so many screws and nuts 
on the road, an enormous number. An entire section was filled with them 
 

Which stage of marathon training would you say is the most difficult?  
I think the biggest challenge is not to run fast because that leads to injuries 
 
What’s the most difficult part about getting back into running  
again after injuries?  
Again, the difficult part is to control yourself not to run fast because everybody 
thinks, How can that happen to me?  
 
Has running calmed you down as a person?  
It brings a lot of peace of mind. You can do a lot of self-assessment. When I’m 
running, I listen to running podcasts. There are good runners, fast runners, not-so-
good runners sharing their experiences, which is very motivating. 
 
 
 

     YOUNG YOGI, OLD SOUL
Over a round of lattes, the 
tall thirtysomething Rajen 
“Raj” Palsingh reveals that 
it may have been karma 
that he started Kundalini 
yoga—a result of his 
hardcore football–playing 
injury. Honest with his 
answers and nonchalant in 
his demeanour, he says he 
was hooked after the first 
session and, within three 
years, went from learning 

to teaching. Raj works at his family’s PVC manufacturing company while making 
time to practise this 3,000 year–old science, faithfully. Currently running two classes 
weekly at Asa Garden, he is an advocate for this much-underestimated practise. 
With laughs and pardon-my-language one-liners, he shares his passion for yoga and 
thoughts on teaching.—REENA KARIM 
 
When did you start yoga and why did you decide to go with 
Kundalini?  
I have been practising since 2009. Yoga is essentially a practice, and you take that 
with you as honestly as you can. In the other [types of] yoga, we didn’t meditate 
this intensely, and Kundalini allowed me to put the physical, mental, and spiritual in 
alignment.  
 
What is the greatest challenge you have overcome because of yoga?  
[When] I started yoga, I wasn’t sure if this was what I wanted to do. There was a 
hesitation that came from knowing too much. That fear [is the reason] why most 
people don’t want to get into yoga. It took me some time to adjust to the spiritual 
awakening aspect of it. But when it did, it was amazing. 
 
What was the thought behind teaching yoga to others?  
I went to the Kundalini Yoga Asia Festival and by chance met the medical doctor of 
Yogi Bhajan, the founder of Kundalini Yoga. He said to me, “If you really want to 
master it, then you have to teach it.”  
 
What do you find rewarding about being a yoga instructor?  
There is no feeling that can describe it; it is a sense of fulfilment that comes in the 
beginning and the end of every session.  
 
What did your family think when you decided to start teaching yoga?  
My family has been extremely supportive of the changes they see in me and 
overwhelmingly supportive of my practise.  
 

How has yoga helped you in your personal life?  
Yoga makes me a more connected person to myself, more mindful, and more loving. 
 

What are some of the myths of modern day yoga?  
People usually think that they have to be physically fit to do yoga. No, you use yoga 
to get fit, to align yourself.  
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What does a typical session at the gym look like for you?   
I work out four times a week, each session not exceeding 75 minutes. I target 
each muscle group once a week, with four to five exercises for the bigger groups 
(chest, legs, back) and two to three for the smaller ones (biceps, triceps, shoulders, 
abdominals). I mostly work out alone. Some of my best record-breaking sessions, 
however, have been with a friend or two. It really gets the adrenaline rushing as we 
feed off each other’s aggression.   
 
What have you sacrificed for this?   
It does take a big bite out of your social life. On occasions that I do go out with 
friends, it is difficult and awkward to eat, drink, and be merry on a caloric budget. 
However, that Zen-like feeling of “being in the moment” during a weight training 
session makes it all worth it. It is my form of meditation.

What do your friends think?   
Family and friends have a hard time understanding weight training. First, there are 
the supplements you take, which they view as foreign substances, despite your 
assurances that they’re derived from natural foods. Then come the heavy weights 
and muscle aches. I mean, who would willingly subject themselves to such physical 
inconvenience? Eventually, you learn to accept that your passions don’t have to 
make sense to other people. Surprisingly, the most memorable encouragement 
came from my parents. A few years ago, I stopped training for six months due to a 
minor injury followed by major laziness. They encouraged me to get back to the gym 
because they realised how much more of a positive person it made me.  
 
Weightlifters often have a bad rap as not very smart.   
Do you know how much research and knowledge is required to craft out a diet and 
exercise regimen that constantly evolves with your goals? Most “muscle heads”  
will surprise you with how intelligent they are.  
 
What’s life like at the weight gym?   
There is a code of etiquette. Chit-chat is only done between sets and that too, for 
less than a minute or two while you rest. If someone is going to lift heavy, you offer 
to spot as a courtesy. If someone is waiting for a machine you’re using, you offer  
to alternate. 

What are your views on people’s perception that yoga is feminine?  
I generally attract both males and females in my class. But sometimes it could be 
all females, one of them actually asked me this question, and my reply was, “Go to 
India in the mountains and find me one female yogi.” 
 

So are you saying women can’t climb mountains?  
The original practitioners of yoga were all men. The yogi man is more connected to 
his feminine side than a regular man. There is masculine energy and female energy. 
The world today, with corporatism, is with a lot of male-dominated energy. We are 
embracing everything with masculinity. But the world as a whole is losing its femininity. 
 
 

     THE MAN BEHIND MUSCALA
A story on active Indians 
wouldn’t be complete without 
Masala’s very own fitness 
guru Muscala Man. Suvit 
Singhsachakul is a self-made 
weightlifter, starting out as 
a fat kid and turning into 
probably one of the buffest 
Sikhs in town. But there’s 
more to his hobby than just 
vanity, and there’s certainly 
more to this man than a 
muscle head. Along with his 
day job in finance, Suvit writes 
fitness columns and book reviews for Masala and reads up on quantum physics and 
spirituality. His workouts, too, have the toughness of the spiritual, and he likes to 
refer to them as his own “form of meditation”. Here, we speak to him about life at 
the gym and what his parents think about his passion.—MRIGAA SETHI 
 
Why weightlifting and not spinning or triathlon-training or tennis?  
The first time I lost a substantial amount of weight, keeping it off was extremely 
difficult. That’s when I realised being thin was not an option: it was either be fat  
or be buff. Weight training fit the bill.  
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