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INTRODUCTION





Not many cricketers can be of more than passing interest to the non-cricketer. C.B. Fry, certainly, as a genuine all-rounder in several disciplines; Jardine, perhaps, as a study in obsession which distorted principle; Pelham Warner, as an essay in subtlety, if the truth could ever be dug up about that devious, humbugging man; conceivably Lord Harris, autocrat incarnate. And then there is Ranjitsinhji, on a number of counts. At the same time, not many experts on cricket have been capable of analysing anything else, though the more you think about it, the more you realise that the very finest cricket writers have been men who could turn with equal facility to other things. Among this select band is Alan Ross, with whom Ranji in this book is perfectly matched. Not only did Ross play first-class cricket himself (for Oxford) and subsequently serve on a county committee (Sussex). He is one of the best writers the game has ever attracted, being otherwise a poet and the distinguished editor of the London Magazine. He is also one of the few outsiders who knows and comprehends the complexities of India, where he was born, and to which he regularly returns.


Colonel His Highness, Shri Sir Ranjitsinhji Vibhaji, Maharaj Jam Saheb of Nawanagar, GBE, KCSI, had three overlapping identities. He was a phenomenal cricketer, one of fewer than a dozen freak performers in the history of the game (Grace, Barnes, Bradman, Sobers, possibly Botham….). He scored centuries for three different teams in one day at the start of his career at Cambridge. Towards the end of it in 1912, when he was 39 years old and hadn’t touched a bat for four years, he came sixth in the English county averages and topped the Sussex batting with 50.36, the next best average being 32 from Joe Vine. That’s how measurably good he was. More important was something he contributed that is beyond statistical measurement. Ranji gave the game some strokes it had never seen before, most notably the leg glance and the late cut, which, perfectly executed, is the most beautiful stroke of them all. ‘Why does he ever get out?’ C.B. Fry asked one day. ‘Perhaps he knows himself. There may be reasons but they are not apparent.’ The prince’s nephew Duleepsinhji, himself no mean cricketer, put the glance and the cut into perspective when he remarked that ‘It was Ranji who made the back stroke an attacking stroke. The idea of batting up to then was that the ball must travel back more or less in the same direction from which it came to the bat. He changed this by helping the ball in the same direction, more or less, by slightly deflecting it.’ Ranji was almost certainly, as well as revolutionary, the most graceful batsman ever seen in one of the most graceful sports.


He became the prince of a minor Indian state only after his reputation had been secured as a major cricketer, for the succession to the gadi – the word literally means cushion, in this case on a throne – of Nawanagar had been an unusually convoluted one, even for that part of the world. He inherited, in Alan Ross’s words, ‘a disease-ridden, squalid and dusty city’, and began to transform it into something which today ‘remains a model city of lakes and gardens, of flowering trees and waterways’. He stimulated the local economy by building a port, and he attended carefully in other ways to the welfare of his people. This is not to say that his priorities were always as immaculate as his batting. He spent £2,000 on a new hospital, and £40,000 on entertaining the Viceroy when it was opened.


He was a paradigm of loyalty to the Crown, as a man perhaps inevitably will be when he has become famous at Hove and Lord’s. He regretted that he had not left an arm or leg behind on the Western Front, where he served as ADC to Sir John French, though 1915 did cost him the sight of his right eye when some landed bumpkin shot him accidentally on the Yorkshire grouse moors. His affection for Britain never wavered, though there was some friction in the relationship towards the end. In Ireland he dealt generously with the villagers of Ballynahinch, where he had an estate; and today, coach parties of American tourists, pausing for lunch in the poshed-up hotel that was once his home, peer blankly at pictures of him in plus-fours or fishing gear, which hang around the bar.


The friction arose because Ranji’s third persona was that of statesman. He was India’s representative at the League of Nations, almost solely responsible by skilful advocacy for obtaining her place on the governing body of the International Labour Bureau as one of the eight nations of ‘chief industrial importance’ in the world. At Geneva in 1922 he also made a memorable speech on behalf of the Indian minorities in South Africa, with whom Mahatma Gandhi had made his early political reputation. All well and good as far as the British were concerned; and they were happy enough to see their trusty Ranjitsinhji installed as Chancellor of the Chamber of Princes in Delhi, where he consequently played a part in the slow march of his country towards independence. It wasn’t, in fact, an especially wise part. What Ranji was after was the preservation of the old order under new management. This meant that he was alienated from Gandhi – who had little time for princes – yet increasingly exasperating to the British.


The clearest sign of that exasperation was an action by Lord Willingdon, not the most luminous of the men who ruled India. Came the day in 1933, and Ranji was speaking in the Chamber on the topic of a new Constitution, when he was interrupted by the Viceroy, in his capacity of chairman. A laborious number of exchanges passed between the two, excruciatingly civil but pregnant with disagreement. At the end of them Ranji sat down, the remainder of his speech unsaid. Within a few days he was dead.


The rumour was put out by the Morning Post that the Indian prince had died of a broken heart after being humiliated by the Viceroy; and until Alan Ross undertook his research, this had been the accepted version of Ranji’s end. In fact, it was no such thing, as Ross effectively demonstrates. Prince Ranjitsinhji suffered from chronic asthma, and it was that which finished him off; an essentially lonely man whose closest companion was Popsy, the parrot he had acquired from a Cambridge pub when he was an undergraduate. This book is a splendid memorial.
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Preface





The year 1983 is the fiftieth anniversary of the death of K. S. Ranjitsinhji, an English cricketer and an Indian prince. As the former he was unique, as the latter enlightened.


To someone like myself, born in India and brought up in Sussex, Ranji has special meaning. The Sussex–India connection is more than sentimental, as it was for Ranji and, in due course, for his remarkable nephew Duleepsinhji. Ranji began a Sussex link with the sub-continent that has continued to this day.


Ranji played for Sussex, missing only the season of 1898, between 1895 and 1904. He played again, though rather less often, in 1908 and 1912. In 1920, aged 48, he played four innings. K. S. Duleepsinhji played for Sussex from 1926 to 1932. Since the war Indians and Pakistanis who have played for Sussex include the Nawab of Pataudi, Javed Miandad and Imran Khan.


The writing of this book is in the nature of a return for the pleasure and involvement Sussex cricket has given me. I came to live in Sussex during Duleep’s last season when Sussex, but for the illness that ended his career, might well have won the championship. In the five innings I saw him play his grace and his frailty were equally apparent. In the spring of the next year Ranji died.


I had little idea until I began this book of the complexity of Ranji’s character or of the twists and turns of his career. The Indian part of his life – from 1907 when he became Jam Saheb of Nawanagar, ‘the prince of a little State, but the king of a great game’, to his death on 2 April 1933 – would make a long enough book on its own. The Lytton papers in the India Office Library contain four boxes of documents dealing with the vexed problem of the Nawanagar ports alone.


I have tried to avoid going too deeply into local issues that, however absorbing to Ranji at the time, are of relatively little interest now. Ranji’s life was almost equally divided between cricket and affairs of State. His own wish that the former should not take precedence over the latter extended to the appointing of a biographer, Roland Wild, who had little interest in and scant knowledge of cricket.


That was fifty years ago. Today it is Ranjitsinhji the legendary cricketer who concerns us, rather than the Prince. The ruler has his due place in these pages, nevertheless, for Ranji not only pulled Jamnagar into the twentieth century, proving himself an imaginative, conscientious and progressive administrator but, in the League of Nations at Geneva and in the Chamber of Princes at Delhi, he was involved in some of the historic events of his time. His legacy can be seen in the streets of his capital today.




 





Among those who have been of assistance to me in the writing of this book I must first put the present Jam Saheb and Ranji’s great nephew, Prince Satrusalyasinhji. A talented performer for Sussex Club and Ground himself, and unlucky not to play for the county, he put at my disposal the splendid Pratap Vilas Palace for as long as I wanted. Also, he arranged for us to see – sometimes driven by him, sometimes not – every place that had significance in Ranji’s life, both in Jamnagar and in the outlying country: his birthplace at Sarodar, his hunting lodge at Kileshwar, his summer house at Balachari. We visited with him the ports of Bedi and Rozi, the development of which was close to Ranji’s heart. He could not have been more generous of both time and hospitality. Moreover he made available, from the long-neglected accumulation of albums in the Jam Palace, many of the photographs that are in this book.


Also in India, my thanks are due to Mr Peter Rogerson, Headmaster of Rajkumar College, Rajkot, for his kindness and hospitality. Mr J. P. Vara, of Jamnagar, the son of Ranji’s own photographer, has been immensely helpful over photographs, as has Mr Clive Finn, in relation to photographs at Hove.


I should like, also, to thank the staff in the libraries of the India Office, The Times and the Daily Mail for their courteous assistance; Mr H. A. Osborne, the Librarian at the County Ground, Hove; Mr Stephen Green, the Curator at Lord’s; Mr Arthur Dumbrell, Honorary Secretary of the Sussex Cricket Society; Mr Nicholas Sharp and Mr Humphrey Brooke. I am particularly grateful to Dr E. W. Prosser Thomas, of Seaford, the Jam Saheb’s personal physician during the last years of his life. Mr J. W. McKenzie generously loaned me numerous volumes of Wisden, which made my work that much easier. George Cox, whose years in the Sussex eleven briefly overlapped with Duleep’s, and Bill Purkiss have been helpful in a variety of ways. It was with the latter, one of the best schoolboy cricketers of his time, that I initially heard at first hand of Ranji, for our years in the eleven at Haileybury coincided with the arrival as coach of Bert Wensley of Sussex, and subsequently of Nawanagar.


The manuscript was typed for me by Liz Claridge, who accompanied me on my travels in India and Ireland, and whose suggestions on the Indian sections have been invaluable. Without her this quest for Ranji would have been a far less enjoyable task than it has been.




 





Alan Ross 
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K S Ranjitsinhji

























ONE


The Rajput Inheritance





A less likely place than Sarodar for the birth of a great cricketer would be hard to imagine. Such green as there is derives from a handful of palm trees, the flutter of parrots. Cricket in memory is essentially greenness, the moist, changing greens of England, the harder green of Australia and South Africa, the tropical lush green of the West Indies. All the watering in the world can only raise the faintest of green tidemarks to the cricket fields of India and these briefly. Sarodar, a small village in the western province of Kathiawar, where Ranjitsinhji was born on 10 September 1872, is even by Indian standards the antithesis of green. As far as the eye can see the earth, thickened with thorn-bush and scrub, is camel-coloured. The landscape has a parched, biblical air, stony and glinting. Early in the day a desert freshness makes movement possible, and again, at dusk, the colourless siphonated blue turns saffron.


Photographs, showing a jumbled sprawl of agricultural buildings, do Sarodar little justice. It is, in its way, a kind of paradise, a low-walled encampment flung over a hill, its towers and turrets commanding the plain. Its magic is of site and the imagination, scarcely of facilities. A century later it remains almost unchanged, a place of shepherds and animals, of wood smoke and wandering bullocks, virtually as inaccessible and remote. It has acquired water and neatly cultivated squares the size of cricket fields; corn, cotton, alfalfa spread from it. There is, perhaps, a poetic rightness about its charm as a birthplace for Ranji, but he himself, as Bradman did to Bowral, extracted and adapted its poetry to cricket.


Cricket often runs in families, the childhood of cricketers seeming in retrospect entirely in keeping, an inheritance of blood, ritual and environment that made distinction inevitable. Ranji had no such luck. Within a day’s ride of Sarodar at the time of his birth there were scarcely twenty-two yards of flat ground, let alone a blade of grass. Cricket did become for him – through the skills of his nephew, the great Duleep (and the by no means negligible achievements of the present Jam Saheb) – a family affair, but he was the first of the line. In this, at any rate; for in other respects Ranji’s lineage, stemming as it did from Krishna, the deified hero of the Mahabharat and ruler of nearby Dwarka over three thousand years ago, was of the grandest. He was justly proud of it. His ancestors included both soldiers and statesmen of renown, and, less commonly, noted humanists. At a time when Indian princes were noted largely for corruption, idleness and self-indulgence, Ranji’s forebears were responsible in their own states for crucial economic reforms and the removal of prevailing social abuses, most particularly slavery, suttee and infanticide.


Ranji’s own clan, the Jadejas, were Rajput warriors and long-time rulers of Sind. They claimed descendancy from the Persian Emperor Jamshed, deriving from him their title. Leaving Sind, the Jadejas moved down to Cutch, from where, as the result of a dream, Jam Rawal, founder of the present house, set forth to Jamnagar in 1535.


It would be absurd to suggest that succession through the dozen or so generations that separated Ranji from Jam Rawal was in any way orderly. Sometimes it was as a result of family treachery, by which rightful heirs were killed off, more often as consequence of a whole series of retaliatory murders. What E. M. Forster, secretary to the Maharajah of Dewas, wrote in our own time: ‘hidden in this vast domestic hot-bed there was always the possibility of poison’ was even truer in earlier and more bloodthirsty centuries. In his book The Last Maharajas Jacques Pouchepadass observed: ‘Every royal child had to be closely protected from this risk [of poisoning], generally engendered by a multiplicity of wives and concubines, each of whom wanted the throne for her own offspring and fought with the others for the favour of the reigning prince. The bitterness of the deserted wives and the antipathy inherent in the Indian family structure between the dowager and her daughter-in-law, led to the formation of various factions within the court, which the prince found difficult to balance against each other, and which had considerable influence on the course of public affairs.’


Of nothing was this truer than of the circumstances in which Ranji was first adopted heir to the gadi (throne) of Nawanagar and then disinherited.


Jam Rawal, having been told in his dream to leave the Moghul-threatened deserts of Cutch, cross the seas, and establish himself in Kathiawar, set off with a small army into the territory of Jam Tamachi, who had been responsible for the murder of his own father. A series of bloody encounters took place, at the end of which, by deeds of great valour and some treachery, Jam Rawal became undisputed master of the whole of Kathiawar.


Taking advice from his astrologers on the site – a few miles from the sea and between two rivers, the Rangmati and the Nagmati – Jam Rawal established his capital, calling it Nawanagar, or ‘new town’.


Nearly sixty years later, in 1590, the Moghuls, much humbled by a series of defeats at the hands of the Jadejas, mounted a vast attack at Bhucharmori. One of the legendary battles in Rajput history was fought, the Moghuls, despite having their own army decimated, finally routing the Jadejas and occupying Nawanagar.


From the time of the Moghul occupancy to the arrival of the British into the area, early in the nineteenth century, Nawanagar was the scene successively of conspiracies, dictatorships, assassinations and civil wars. When the Moghul Emperor, Aurangzeb, died in 1707, the Jadejas under Raysinhji were able to recapture their old capital, now called Islamnagar, and rename it Jamnagar.


As Moghul influence faded in western India, the power of the Khawas increased. The Khawas, household slaves in Rajput families, often acquired great influence over their masters, as much through their proximity and cunning as through their devotion. One of the most notable of them, Meru, so enslaved the young Jam Lakhaji that he virtually ruled in his stead. He had the Jam’s wife assassinated for trying to get rid of him and when Jam Lakhaji died in 1768 Meru continued to rule in the name of Lakhaji’s eldest son Jasoji. When neighbouring Maharajahs sent forces to drive Meru out he defeated them. In due course Jasoji rebelled against his enforced impotence and Meru imprisoned him. He had meanwhile fortified Jamnagar, completely encircling the city with white walls, towers and gates. Sporadic attempts by Cutch troops to take Jamnagar were easily beaten off.


For half a century Meru Khawas was the virtual ruler of Jamnagar. Only when he died in 1800 was Jam Jasoji able to reassert his rightful powers. By then the British Government, through their Residents, had begun to act as mediators in land disputes. There were to be no more rovings by the Jadejas, but no more invasions or exploitations either.


Nevertheless, Jasoji had his own ideas of what properly belonged to him, and he was unwise enough to dispute the fortress of Kandorna, which Colonel Walker, Resident at Baroda, demanded be handed back to Porbandar. Colonel Walker, with the help of Maratha troops from Baroda, stormed the fortress and returned it. Jasoji had better luck in 1813 when Fateh Mahomed, a Moslem general at the head of a Cutch army, invaded Jamnagar but was halted by the British. A year later, after forty-six years on the throne, most of them purely nominal, Jasoji died. While recognising his brother Sataji, an opium addict, as his successor, Jasoji took the precaution of appointing a prime minister, Jagjiwan Derji, with the authority of a regent.


In 1820 Sataji died, being succeeded by the adopted son of Jasoji’s widow, Ranmalji, son of the Jadeja lord of Sarodar. The curious shortage of male heirs has continued to this day.


Ranmalji, however, proved to be a gift from the gods, an inspired and creative ruler with a social sense and a developer’s eye. He excavated the main lake, the Jamsarovar, round which Nawanagar elegantly curves, and built the fortified palaces that grace the causeway across it. He was, in addition, an enthusiastic and skilful hunter of the lions and panthers that prowled between the Barda Hills and the city. Of all his predecessors it was to Ranmalji that Ranji seems to have been closest in character and inclination.


Of Ranmalji’s seven sons all save one, Vibhaji, had died before he did. In 1852, five years before the Mutiny, Vibhaji succeeded his father. The comparative peace and plenty of his inheritance were shattered by events not directly connected with the Mutiny, but affected by it. The Waghers from the district of Okhamandal rose against the Baroda Marathas to whom, at a recent settlement of the Kathiawar peninsula, they had been assigned. The Gaekwad’s troops failed to contain the Waghers, as did the British when they were called in. The Waghers began to extend their ambitions to Jamnagar itself and a showdown took place in the Barda Hills. From this Jam Vibhaji emerged victorious. Outstanding in the battle was Jadeja Jhalamsinhji, an officer from Sarodar and a nephew of Jam Ranmalji.


Vibhaji, aware of precedent and wishing to take no risks over the succession, acquired fourteen wives. But even these proved inadequate for the provision of a male heir.


Vibhaji, no less than his father, was a loved and humanitarian ruler, an excellent sportsman. On presenting the Order of KCSI to him in 1878, Sir J. B. Peile, Political Agent of Kathiawar, remarked in his address: ‘The race of His Highness the Jam was long regarded with special veneration as the foremost Hindu dynasty of this peninsula, stout in fight with the Viceroys of Akbar; generous to fallen greatness in Muzuffar; bold in aggressive warfare on Mendarda and Jeytpur.’ He might have added that this warlike ancestry was less relevant to the well-being of his subjects than his commercial enterprise and provisions for education and social welfare.


Unfortunately Vibhaji’s judgment in affairs of state deserted him in his relationships with women. His roving eye was responsible for two disastrous enterprises only remedied by an act of God.


In the first instance Vibhaji, already past middle age and having failed to produce a son, despite having fourteen wives, became involved with a Sindi labourer and part-time prostitute, Dhanbai, whom he saw at work one day on the shore of the Jamsarovar Lake. Declining his invitation to enter his zenana, Dhanbai agreed to come to him only if he married her and allowed her three sisters to accompany her. Vibhaji, for whom any official marriage to a Muslim was out of the question, managed to get resurrected an obsolete form of ritual. Dhanbai became a kind of morganatic wife. The three sisters entered the zenana.


In 1872 the son, allegedly born of that union some years before, was declared presumptive heir to the throne of Jamnagar. It was rumoured that the boy, Kalobha, was not only not Vibhaji’s son but that Dhanbai was already pregnant when Vibhaji first set eyes on her. Nevertheless Vibhaji, having given up all hope of his Rajput queens, was disinclined to question it.


It was a vanity he came to regret. Some years later an attempt to poison Jam Vibhaji’s food was discovered and traced to Kalobha. The boy was disinherited and banished. Astonishingly, his mother and her three sisters, each of them apparently attractive, remained.


Vibhaji now had to look about for another heir. He decided to ask Jhalamsinhji of Sarodar, the hero of Barda, for one of his sons. Umedsingi was adopted, and re-named Raysinhji. Within a year he was dead, poisoned either by Dhanbai herself or on her orders.


It was to Sarodar that Vibhaji turned again. The choice this time fell on Ranjitsinhji, seven-year-old grandson of Jhalamsinhji, and second son of Jiwantsinhji, that ‘ideal of a Rajput gentleman’ in the words of Fitzgerald, the austere Agent to the Governor of Bombay. Vibhaji, taking no chances, entrusted Ranjitsinhji to the care of the political agent, Colonel Barton, with the instruction that he be brought up well away from Jamnagar.


The solemn ceremony of adoption, totally binding in Hindu law, took place in the temple of Dwarki Puri, a mile from Jamnagar. ‘An hour before dawn,’ Roland Wild wrote, ‘a slow-moving cavalcade left Jamnagar. Both the Jam Saheb and Ranjitsinhji travelled in sigrans, the closed carts commonly used for purdah ladies. A circuitous route was taken, and the escort was formed of eighty lancers. The boy’s father and grandfather watched the ceremony which was officially recorded by the India Office, the Government of India, and the Bombay Government.’


Ranjitsinhji remained at Sarodar and in due course was sent to Rajkot. It was while he was there that Janbai, one of Dhanbai’s sisters, gave birth to a child which she announced was Vibhaji’s.


Almost certainly Janbai’s child had been brought into the zenana from outside, but Vibhaji, threatened by the four women, was prevailed upon to request the Bombay Government to reverse the recognition of Ranjitsinhji and to accept Janbai’s son as heir apparent.


The request was refused; Janbai was neither a legal Rani nor even a ‘morganatic’ wife. It seemed the end of the matter.


Vibhaji, pestered still further by the sisters, was, however, driven to seeking the intervention of the Viceroy, Lord Ripon. The latter, aware of Vibhaji’s services to the state and anxious to have a chance of showing friendship to a prince in return, agreed to indulge what seemed to him a harmless whim. He overruled the Bombay Government. Jaswantsinhji was accepted as being the son of one Vibhaji’s Ranis and therefore heir to the gadi of Jamnagar.


About Jaswantsinhji Charles Kincaid, Judge of the Court of Judicature at Bombay and long-serving officer in Kathiawar, observed no doubt accurately but certainly with prejudice: ‘He was an unattractive figure. He had had every advantage – an English tutor, education at the Rajkumar College, constant coaching at cricket, tennis, polo, pigsticking, hockey, shooting. Yet he never learnt to play any game properly. Nor did he ever show the least interest in sport. I, as an agency official, attended the ceremony of installation. I well remember my disgust when I saw the loutish bastard of a lowborn concubine seated on the throne of Jam Rawal; while my unfortunate friend, the lawful heir, had not even been invited to the investiture.’


Jaswantsinhji, however little he may have been related to Vibhaji, who died in 1894, seemed to share at least one disability with him. Though served by five wives he, too, failed to produce a son. Before that defect could be remedied Jam Jaswantsinhji died, supposedly of typhoid, in 1906. He had been Jam for barely three years.


The way seemed, at last, to be open for Ranjitsinhji, though even now he did not succeed without opposition. On 16 November 1906, soon after the death of Jaswantsinhji, a letter appeared in The Times in reply to an article on the Nawanagar succession. It was from Holman, Birchwood of 50 Lime Street, London EC1, solicitors to K. S. Lakhubba, son of the Kalobha who had been disinherited for trying to poison Vibhaji: ‘On legal and customary points alone it cannot be contended that K. S. Lakhubba was disinherited forever, and received from his uncle a grant of giras in the form and amount previously given only to heirs presumptive to the gadi.’ The objection, however, seemed more technical than wholehearted and not much more was heard of it.


Vibhaji, from the moment of his first adoption of Ranjitsinhji, never saw him again. He had been dead thirteen years when Ranjitsinhji, at the age of thirty-five, returned to his capital.



















TWO


Rajkumar College and England





It was fortunate, in more ways than one, that Ranjitsinhji was spared a childhood among the intrigues of the zenana. Soon after his formal adoption he was taken to stay with his uncle, the Rajah of Dhrangadhra, returning to Sarodar only for short visits. He was never allowed remotely near Jamnagar.


In December 1870, two years before Ranjitsinhji’s birth, the Rajkumar College for the sons of princes had been opened at Rajkot, an agreeable and unusually airy town that is the road and rail centre of Saurashtra. Gandhi, born on the coast at Porbandar, spent most of his childhood there, his father being for many years Dewan (Chief Minister). The town was also the headquarters of the British Resident for the Western States of India. Auto-rickshaws, tongas, bullock carts and the brightly decorated Public Carriers nowadays compete for supremacy along the wide, tree-lined boulevards, but the place, though bustling, has a genial, disciplined air proper to a former provincial military and political headquarters. Small streets, their narrow houses either balconied with wooden balustrades or with wrought-iron verandahs painted pale olive, lead off a series of main roads that soon reach open country. Just off centre the old polo grounds form a grassless, dusty maidan that in Ranjitsinhji’s childhood must have echoed to the rattling of horses’ hooves and the clack of polo sticks. There are handsome jasmine and hibiscus-filled gardens, a few remnants of colonial architecture and the usual bulbous public buildings. Gandhi’s old home, the Kaba Gandhino Delo, holds a permanent exhibition, there is a large Government Milk Dairy run with the help of Unicef just outside the town, and the Lal Pari Lake on the horizon is a pleasant picnic spot for town people and boys alike. If, a century after its foundation, the Rajkumar College has lost ground to similar foundations in the hill country further north, it is mainly because of its urban situation and the heat.


Although the school, begun with only a handful of pupils and regarded, especially by the Ranis, with much initial suspicion, was broadly organised along the lines of an English public school, it did not affect to turn Indians into Englishmen. Its proper aims were well stated in a speech day address of 1900 by Lord Curzon, Viceroy and Governor-General in India:




If this College were to emancipate its students from old-fashioned prejudices or superstitions at the cost of denationalisation I, for one, should think the price too heavy. The Anglicised Indian is not a more attractive spectacle in my eyes than the Indianised Englishman. Both are hybrids of an unnatural type. No – we want the young Chiefs who are educated here to learn the English language, and to become sufficiently familiar with English customs, literature, science, modes of thought, standards of truth and honour, and, I may add, with manly English sports and games, to be able to hold their own in the world in which their lot will be cast, without appearing to be dullards or clowns, and to give to their people, if they subsequently become Rulers, the benefit of enlightened and pure administration. Beyond that we do not press them to go. After all, those Kumars who become Chiefs are called upon to rule, not an English but an Indian people; and as a Prince who is to have any influence and to justify his own existence, must be one with his own subjects, it is clear that it is not by English models alone, but by an adaption of Eastern prescriptions to the Western standard, that he can hope to succeed. Chiefs are not, as is sometimes imagined, a privileged body of persons. God Almighty has not presented them with a ‘sanad’ to do nothing in perpetuity. The State is not their private property; its revenues are not their privy purse. They are intended by Providence to be the working-bees and not the drones of the hive. They exist for the benefit of their people; their people do not exist for them. They are intended to be types and leaders and examples. A Chief at whom any one of his subjects can point the finger of scorn is not fit to be a Chief. If these views are correct it is clear that this College has a great and responsible work devolved upon it; since it ought to be not merely a school of men, but a nursery of statesmen; and that the worst way of discharging its trust would be to rob its pupils of their surest claim to the confidence of their countrymen – which is this, that, though educated in a Western curriculum, they should still remain Indians, true to their own beliefs, their own traditions, and their own people.





As it happened, the idea, long nursed by British administrators, took on. The boys, removed from the unhealthy atmosphere of a court life both corrupt and dominated by women, thrived. Their physical condition, to which much necessary attention was given, greatly improved.


It was, however, a radical change in every aspect of a prince’s upbringing. For instead of the customary princely pursuits, lolling on horseback or comfortably installed for the shooting of large animals, the boys were encouraged actually to take exercise themselves. They were required to do athletics and gymnastics, to play cricket, football, tennis and racquets. They were given military instruction. At that time many Maharajahs were exceedingly plump and unhealthy and their children, if not frail, showed every signs of emulating them.


The boys, especially in the early days, were heavily guarded, each pupil’s personal retinue being in constant proximity to classroom and dormitory. Ranjitsinhji himself, during the months he spent as a seven-year-old in a bungalow at Rajkot before entering the school, was attended by a staff of seventeen, ranging from a tutor in Gujerati to a barber doubling up as torchbearer, a coachman and a water-carrier. All this was paid for by Jam Vibhaji, as were the wages of the two troopers and six footmen permanently on guard.


On 11 June, aged eight, Ranjitsinhji entered the Rajkumar College of thirty-seven boys. His first appearance in the records is in the report of speech day, 1880, where he is listed as ‘No. 35. Ranjitsinhji of Nawanagar’, a member of the sixth class. His schoolfellows that day bear such names as Gagubha of Shapur, Kala Vala of Lumi, the Nawab of Janjira, the Raja of Bansda. Today only a small proportion of the pupils of Rajkumar College come from ex-ruling families. In Ranjitsinhji’s day, in the school’s infancy, all of them were potential rulers.


The Principal of Rajkumar College when Ranjitsinhji arrived was Chester Macnaghten, a remarkable man of thirty-seven to whom Ranjitsinhji came to owe a great deal. Macnaghten had long-standing links with India, for his grandfather, Sir Francis Macnaghten, had been a Judge in Calcutta and his father, Elliot, an officer of the Supreme Court at Calcutta, a Director of the East India Company and a Member of the Council of the Secretary of State for India. As a child, asthma prevented Macnaghten from going to Harrow; instead he was brought up by Edmund Venables, Canon of Lincoln. He went up to Trinity, Cambridge, in 1862 and after a spell in India recovering from illness took his degree in Classics in 1866. He immediately returned to India as tutor and companion to the Maharajah of Darbhanga, a role in which E. M. Forster and J. R. Ackerley succeeded him elsewhere. Ackerley’s Hindoo Holiday, especially, gives an astringent, affectionate account of some of the duties involved.


Rajkumar College, for the first twenty-five years of its existence, was created in the benevolent and understanding image of Macnaghten. When the Roscoe Mullins statue of Macnaghten – a standing figure in grey Sicilian marble on a red Aberdeen granite pedestal – that now stands before the main entrance to the College was unveiled in 1898, Lord Sandhurst in his speech compared the influence of Macnaghten on Indian education with that of Arnold of Rugby and Jowett of Balliol in England.


It seems to have been no idle reference, for in the records of the college – its crest, an elephant argent, trunk or, on wreath of sable and gules; its arms, two rampant lions – compiled forty years later by a former pupil, His Highness Sir Bharsinhji KCSI, Maharajah of Bhavnagar, the testimonies to the all-round qualities of Macnaghten are remarkable. Macnaghten, who is buried in Christchurch Cemetery, Rajkot, died in 1896, the year in which his most famous pupil scored 2,780 runs, at that time the highest aggregate ever made in an English summer.


Ranjitsinhji’s progress at Rajkumar was steady rather than scintillating. At the age of thirteen, however, he won the Fergusson Gold Medal for English speaking, reciting ‘Young Lochinvar’, a poem which, with other similar hardy annuals, he seems to have performed at regular intervals throughout his school career. The same year he won the gymnastics prize.


Even while Ranjitsinhji was there the school changed rapidly. Macnaghten had persuaded the parents that a single servant was all that was necessary for their son’s safety and comfort so, instead of the young kumars being vastly outnumbered wherever they were by arrays of bloodthirsty-looking and mutually suspicious attendants, the atmosphere began gradually to approach that of an ordinary school. In due course Ranjitsinhji worked his way up; by the time he was sixteen he had proved himself by far the best cricketer, as well as racquets and tennis player. He was also second headboy.


The scorecard printed on page 32, and taken more or less at random, is typical of many. The match was in Ranjitsinhji’s last year and the visitors were a reputedly strong team brought by Kumar Shri Madarsinhji of Sayla.


The main cricket ground at Rajkumar is a large, grassless and dusty oval. Bullocks, hens and peacocks amble round the boundary meditatively. The noise of trucks and rickshaws drifts across from the surrounding streets.


It has, nevertheless, atmosphere, and the boys playing today do so with a technical correctness and enthusiasm that compares favourably with any equivalent school in England. It is not an easy ground to field on and Ranjitsinhji, writing years later, tried to explain why they had been so good at it: ‘It is difficult to see why our fielding at the Rajkumar College should have been so far superior to the batting and bowling, unless it was due to the prevailing idea that fielding was just as important as batting or bowling, and to the fact that a high degree of skill is most easily attained in fielding. I am quite sure that the fielding of this school from the year 1882 to 1888 was superior to that of an average English public school eleven. Yet there was no one to teach us much, and no fine fields to excite in us a desire to excel. Perhaps one reason was that we had no not practice. Whenever we played it was a game. Very often there were fifteen boys on each side, so if the fielding side wanted an innings the same day they had to hold every catch and save all the runs they could.’
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Rajkumar College, a handsome, double-storeyed gothic building that in those early days formed only three sides of the present quadrangle, undoubtedly developed in Ranjitsinhji most of the qualities – except perhaps the extravagance – for which he was later renowned. He took to the school and the school took to him. Long after he had left he continued to lavish presents upon it: cups for athletics and racquets, money for a swimming pool.


Not surprisingly, when it was decided, in 1888, to take three kumars to England for further education, Ranjitsinhji was selected to be one of them. Chester Macnaghten decided to accompany the three boys, Ranjitsinhji, Ramsinhji of Sihor, and Mansur Khachar of Jashan, himself.


In a farewell speech Chester Macnaghten remarked of Ranjitsinhji: ‘… a better or manlier boy has never resided within this College … disappointments and troubles come to us all, and he has had his, and has borne them bravely. Recollecting his College career, I think he may look back without regret. I speak of him because he has taken so marked a lead in the College that he will be specially remembered.’


By this time Ranjitsinhji had, of course, learned of the developments at Jamnagar. ‘After the speeches on that last day,’ the Kathiawar Times reported on 4 March 1888, ‘the boys, staff and visitors adjourned to the garden which had been decorated with clusters of tumbler lights. All the kumars, one by one, put garlands round the necks of their guests and showered flowers on them. Cheers were given for the Macnaghtens and for the three kumars who were leaving for England to compete for the Civil Service and for the Bar.’


When Ranjitsinhji walked through the quadrangle with its central gol-mohur tree and neat flowerbeds for the last time as a pupil, he was not quite sixteen years old. His education was still being underwritten by the Agency at Rajkot into whose hands he had been entrusted, and at various times relatives, neighbouring maharajahs, and wealthy businessmen chipped in. But there was no more money to be had from the official state purse. Ranjitsinhji, for many years to come, was to be acutely short of money, a fact not immediately apparent from his style of living.


If Ranjitsinhji arrived at Rajkumar College an intelligent, alert but unsophisticated country boy from Sarodar, he left it an accomplished all-round athlete in the British tradition. The desert life, with its princely hunting and shooting rituals, had been exchanged for expert tuition in the sports habitual to English army officers and country gentlemen. Chester Macnaghten was not a cricket Blue but he was a useful cricketer and a devoted coach. At some comparatively early stage he must have realised that he had in his charge a boy of quite outstanding promise. How that promise would develop in English conditions was another matter. Ranjitsinhji, born the son of a Bhayat, a Rajput landowner, had come to Rajkumar as the heir to the throne of Nawanagar. He was leaving the school with no particular prospects and few tangible assets except his skill as a cricketer. What had produced in the boy with no cricketing blood in his veins a talent so close to genius was a mystery, but then genius, in anything, has rarely an identifiable lineage.


Most, though not all, of the greatest players reveal their class as schoolboys. In Ranjitsinhji’s case standards for comparison were missing. It is one thing to be the best in a team of adolescent Indian kumars none of whom was remotely bred to the game: quite another to suggest that, in the English climate and in vastly more competitive company, the skills would survive to any memorable degree.


Ranjitsinhji remarked in the passage quoted that there were no nets and little teaching at Rajkumar. If that were really the case it may have been to his advantage in the developing of techniques that initially owed little to orthodoxy. As Ranjitsinhji acquired greater experience he learned how to adapt to circumstances; but while he batted, as every good player must necessarily do, with proper regard for correct principles, he enriched them with an imaginative brilliance unlike anyone else’s. At Rajkot, if not at Sarodar, he must have picked up a bat and used it as if it was an extension of himself, as if hitting a cricket ball was the most natural thing in the world. In later life he revealed himself master of all the princely skills, too, but after Australian fast bowling they must have seemed comparatively tame accomplishments.


In March 1888 Ranjitsinhji made the first of what were to be scores of journeys between Kathiawar and England. In later years he was to use his private train for the Bombay part of the trip but on this occasion, with his companions Ramsinhji and Mansur Khachar, and escorted by Macnaghten, he travelled less grandly. In the course of time he must have grown to know the country in both directions like the back of his hand – the north-easterly curve of line through the flat plains up to Viramgam and Ahmedabad, the red, stony emptiness dotted here and there with mudwalled villages or broken up with patches of silvery sugar cane, the ruined forts and palaces, deserted mosques, just discernible among clusters of palm trees. Over all this land Rajput princes, Moghul emperors nawabs and sultans had fought their long, wearying wars. Always in the middle distance, through the train windows, women in vivid saris, pink, turquoise, orange, gold, were to be seen stooped over in the blinding heat or swaying along causeways over the salt pans, brass pots on their heads.


After the plains come the wide banyan-lined rivers with women pounding their washing and egrets stalking the reeds by the lakes. Buffaloes wade in the shallows and hugely-laden bullock carts trail clouds of dust as the line veers south-east to Baroda, a city whose Maharajah was to play some part in Ranjitsinhji’s life.


Between Baroda and Bombay the line runs more or less parallel to the coast. The Indo-Saracen extravagances of Ahmedabad, the riverside gardens ringing the walled lake city of Baroda, give way to richly cultivated farm country, the shell-pink fluff of cotton, the dusty yellow of alfalfa. Nearer to Bombay lies Surat, the milk-white domes of the Swami Narayan temple, its cluster of mosques, mills and fire-temples seeming to float out of the surrounding green. All down this coast, successively ruled by the Dutch, Portuguese and British, rivers curve under the railway to flow into the Gulf of Cambay. For Ranjitsinhji, crossing the Mahim causeway for the last run into Bombay Central, it was the start of a great adventure. What went on in the zenanas of Jamnagar no longer concerned him. The old and ailing Jam Vibhaji had made his decision and it was the six-year-old Jaswantsinhji, whatever his real origins, who would in due course inherit the gadi that had been promised to Ranjitsinhji. At the age of sixteen it may well have seemed a less exciting prospect than what England might offer.
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Ranjitsinhji spent the wet summer of 1888 with the Macnaghtens in London. The Australians under P. S. McDonnell were in England. So, too, was Gandhi, bearing a letter of introduction to Ranjitsinhji, his neighbour in India. At Lord’s, in the first Test of a low-scoring series, England were bowled out by Ferris and Turner for 53 and 62, losing in two days by 61 runs. W. G. Grace made 24 in the second innings, the top score on either side. At the Oval a month later England took their revenge, winning comprehensively by an innings and 137 runs. William Barnes made 62 in England’s innings and took 7 for 50 in the match. Surrey, the champion county, provided five of the England side on their home ground.


The final Test, played at Old Trafford in the last days of August, was a punishing victory for England by an innings and 21. The Australians, caught on a sticky dog, were bowled out, mainly by Peel, for 81 and 70, the match being all over before lunch on the second day. The England team at Lord’s, the first one Ranjitsinhji was to see in action, batted in order: W. G. Grace, R. Abel, W. Barnes, G. A. Lohmann, W. W. Read, T. C. O’Brien, R. Peel, A. G. Steel (captain), W. Gunn, J. Briggs, M. Sherwin. How astonished he would have been to learn that, eight years later, he would be playing his first Test match in the company of three of these – Grace, Abel and Briggs.


There were indications, before this summer, that Ranjitsinhji’s first love was lawn tennis. He was already a player of considerable ability. But the atmosphere and excitement of a Test match changed his priorities; henceforth, though at different times in his life tennis, shooting, fishing and billiards captured his attention, cricket was what mattered. To everything he did Ranjitsinhji brought a perfectionist’s scruple, a scientific concern with probability. What he saw on the cricket grounds of England during the summer of 1888 made him determined to put his own talent to the test. Unlike those of his nephew, Duleepsinhji, nearly forty years later, Ranjitsinhji’s gifts at that stage were rough and untutored. Whereas Duleepsinhji came to Cambridge with a technique matured by years of coaching at Cheltenham, Ranjitsinhji relied mainly on wrist and eye. He had, according to R. S. Goodchild, the Headmaster of St Faith’s, Cambridge, where Ranjitsinhji played his cricket while preparing for the entrance to Trinity, virtually no orthodox defence at all.


*


It was to be five years before Ranjitsinhji’s cricket was given a properly competitive context. In 1892 he passed into Trinity. Most of his time since Macnaghten’s return to India, had been spent in Chaucer Road, Cambridge, where he, and his fellow kumar Ramsinhji, had been placed in the care of the Reverend Louis Borissow, Chaplain of Trinity. Borissow, responsible both for Ranjitsinhji’s moral welfare and his academic study, was more confident of success in the former role than in the latter. For some months he had real doubts about whether his pupil would ever settle sufficiently to any one thing, work or play. When not playing cricket at St Faith’s on the Trumpington Road, Ranjitsinhji was on the tennis court. Evenings were spent either at the billiard table or fiddling about in the Borissow’s boxroom which he had converted into a photographic studio. Ranjitsinhji’s passion for photography had plenty of scope in later life when few of either his or his friends’ activities went unrecorded. Taking each other’s pictures, or having them taken by court photographers in front of slain tigers or dressed up in a variety of ceremonial costumes, appropriately bejewelled, on state visits, was always a favourite occupation of maharajahs. Ranjitsinhji was no exception and though, after the loss of his right eye, he was careful to show only his left profile, the pictures in this book reveal the obvious pleasure he took in dressing up for the camera.


In relation to what happened after Ranjitsinhji’s departure from Cambridge and his throwing in his lot with Sussex, his performances for the University were more notable for their quality than their quantity. In 1893 he got his Blue, but his progress towards it, in the years 1890–92, was not spectacular. The fact that he was an Indian, from an obscure and small school with no cricketing credentials, meant that he was at first a curiosity, not someone to be taken seriously in competition with star recruits from famous public schools. The casual passer-by, observing him in 1890 laying about him for Fitzwilliam Hall or the Cassandra Club, would have been more likely to have assessed him an intuitive entertainer than a future batsman of classical proportions. Ranjitsinhji, however, was never slow to learn from watching others and, innings by innings, he adjusted and refined his technique.


In due course he progressed from Parker’s Piece cricket to Fenner’s, reputedly scoring three centuries in one day on the former. It seems hard to credit the circumstances, even on a ground where as many matches are played simultaneously as on a maidan, but Ranjitsinhji himself vouched for the truth of the story. He made his first hundred before lunch for his original team, then, wandering over to an adjacent game where they were a man short, scored another. Returning to his own game at tea-time, he found his side still batting, strolled off again and, coming across another team in trouble, helped them out with a third hundred.


By now Ranjitsinhji, ever one to do things in the grand manner, was engaging the professional coaches at Fenner’s for his own purposes. Richardson, Lockwood, Watts, and Jack Hearne were among those required to bowl to him for hours on end.


There are numerous instances of Ranjitsinhji’s reputedly unorthodox approach to batting, but Sir Stanley Jackson’s surprise at seeing him ‘nearly going down on his knees to pull a ball to leg’ seems odd. Many good batsmen have done precisely that, Rohan Kanhai among them. More serious, perhaps, was his inability to keep his right leg still. Ranjitsinhji recalls in the Batting chapter of The Jubilee Book of Cricket: ‘I had to have my right leg pegged down during my first two years at serious cricket. I did not learn to stand still when I was a small boy, so I had to start learning how to do it after having contracted bad habits.’
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