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FOREWORD


In the April of 2017, a small, unknown football club from a remote, ignored part of the country did what few clubs in India had been able to do for decades: grab national attention for itself, its state, domestic football and India’s national league. Without big bucks, big stars or mega-branding, Aizawl FC’s stirring run to an unexpected I-League title put Indian football under the spotlight of national attention.


But Aizawl FC’s story extends beyond its championship run that season. The club’s destinies are rooted in their home state of Mizoram and its culture built around community and the ability to extract the maximum from the minimum. It is what formed part of the Aizawl FC’s enthralling 2017 script and led to the ‘miracle on the mountain’.


As the 2017 season drew to a close, Aizawl FC were originally relegated from the I-League first division, despite a safe finish in the previous season under AIFF rules which protect corporate clubs. The withdrawal of two Goa clubs from the I-League put Aizawl FC back into the competition, making it an last-hour scramble to get the team together.


When the season began, they were headed by a coach who had been sacked by his old club and comprised a clutch of little-known players who had hardly won anything significant between them. What was in their favour however was they had at the very top an owner, who had not only resuscitated the ‘People’s Club’, but he also had big dreams for its renaissance.


What Aizawl FC also carried with them was the support of devoted, voluble fans who knew that no matter what, this football club would always represent the Mizo people and stand for the heady hope of possibility.


Goals of Glory relives this most romantic story out of Indian football, from the club’s roots to its triumph on a mad night in Shillong. It uncovers the sweat, tears and blood of Mizo football, its entanglements with a troubled past and a present that has been turned into a template for the future of how a heritage can be enriched and a sport needs to be run. We meet the architects of a tale now immortalised in Indian footballing folklore: the men behind Aizawl FC’s magic, how it came to be, the boys who turned into heroes across a state, a people and a nation.


Goals of Glory takes you into the heart and soul of a story so improbable that it feels like magic.


Sharda Ugra


Senior Editor, ESPN




PREFACE


I lived the first seventeen years of my life in Aizawl and I was fortunate to witness the growth of football in the 1990s. My father was a professor at the Pacchunga College in Aizawl; a college named after a local businessman, who had started the first football tournament in Mizoram way back in 1926. We lived in a locality called Venglui which was a few minutes walk from the Lammual, the legendary football ground for all Mizos, also known as the Assam Rifles ground. I had spent many evenings playing at the ground. On special occasions, I would go to the ground to watch a game of football and even in those days, Lammual was fully crowded on match days.


In those days, club football did not exist in Mizoram and most of the matches were played between the localities of the city of Aizawl. Often teams from another town in the state would participate in these tournaments. At times, I had little knowledge of the locality that was playing the match. In 1998, after completing my matriculation, I left Mizoram for higher studies but regularly visited my family until 2004 when we shifted to Shillong in the neighbouring state of Meghalaya.


After leaving Mizoram, I lost touch with the state until 2015 when Aizawl FC qualified for the I-League after winning the second division. The silver lining for me was the fact that the two cities, Aizawl and Shillong, which I called as hometowns were both playing in the I-League. But having spent most of my early life in Aizawl, deep down inside, I was an Aizawl FC fan.


When in 2017, we won the I-League, I thought that the story of the incredible journey of football in Mizoram could serve as a motivation for those looking to do extraordinary things despite being constrained by humble beginnings. As I began to pen down the journey of Aizawl FC’s miracle, I realised that Aizawl FC’s story could only be fully appreciated only if one understands the history and growth of Mizo football – the beautiful game that originated independently in Aizawl and took a completely different path to maturity from Indian football in general.
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This is the story of Mizoram’s love affair with the beautiful game. A journey of love that has been riddled with controversy but has seen the small state triumph against all odds.


At the start of this journey, when I had only the idea in mind, I asked Sharda Ugra, Senior Editor at ESPN, if this idea was worth pursuing as a book. Her reply to my email was one of the most exciting responses I had ever received. In her own words:


‘Thank you for your email and I have to say you are on a very exciting project! I fully agree with you that the story is inspirational and needs to be told far and wide and to as many people it can, to show how a state can adopt a sport and do its very best with the most meagre of resources.’


When I needed first-hand information about football in Mizoram, Lalnghinglova Hmar, the Honorary Secretary of the Mizoram Football Association and also the Joint Secretary of the Mizoram Olympic Association, gave me a detailed interview and shared his thoughts on the growth, development and his vision for the future of football in Mizoram.


Aizawl is a small place, and anyone with roots in this city will eventually have a common connection. During my conversation with Hmar, we discovered that we had both been to Mary Mount School in Aizawl, and that Hmar was a colleague of my father at the Pachhunga College. He also shared many lesser-known insights about Mizo football – the sort you do not usually get in a routine interview and I will share these later in the book. Hmar also connected me to the perhaps the best-informed person when it came to football in Mizoram, Michael Hmingthanpuia. Michael had done his Master of Philosophy thesis in the history of sports in Mizoram since colonial times and football formed a major part of this thesis. He was kind enough to send me photocopies of his thesis which contained the detailed history and journey of football in Mizoram from its beginning in France during the First World War to the present times. His inputs have provided a historical context to this work.


I also wanted to get first-hand information about how a player who had never been to Mizoram felt about living and playing football in Aizawl. Aizawl FC players, defender Ashutosh Mehta and midfielder Jayesh Rane talked to me about their experiences in Aizawl and how they overcame the language and cultural barriers to adapt to the new environment and were made to feel at home by the fans.


This book would not have been possible without the kind of connections and contacts that I needed for background research. My friend on Facebook, Raymond Colney connected me to Sharda Ugra at ESPN and also told me to speak to Hmar. Another friend of mine on Facebook, Casey Joel, connected me to his uncle who was the General Secretary of Aizawl FC.


It is impossible to write a book like this without referring to the media coverage of the stories related to domestic football in India in general and Aizawl FC in particular. I have referred to various online news websites and sports blogs for information about different events such as match reports and analysis, pre-match and post-match press conferences and news about players, coaches, clubs, and competition. Wherever possible, I have given credit to the original online source for a direct quotation from a player, coach or any other person that is used in the book.


I also referred to multiple videos on YouTube including those in Aizawl FC’s own channel for my research.


My younger brother, Nirupam Sinha, a PhD scholar in English literature at the North-Eastern Hill University, Shillong, went out of his way to help me with the first round of proof reading and editing of this book.


Finally, when the first draft of my manuscript was completed Nimish Dubey spent ample time with me in a coffee shop and guided me on how to take the book from a driven work to a professional one. Nimish introduced me to Pranav Kumar Singh, former head of Publishing of Pan MacMmillan India. Pranav and Nimish did a thorough professional copyeding of the manuscript and gave tons of suggestions as well as made changes to the initial draft to vastly improve the quality of the book.


I thank each one of them for helping me in turning my passion into reality.




INTRODUCTION


On 30 July 1966 when Sir Bobby Moore led England to a famous 4-2 victory over Germany in the final of the football World Cup in London, more than 8,000 kilometres away, Mizoram, the future jewel of Indian football, was still burning under the ruins and rubble of a devastating aerial attack by the Indian Air Force. Carried out three months earlier under the order of the then Prime Minister of India, Indira Gandhi, the 1966 bombing of Aizawl is the only incident ever in the history of India when the country had used its air force against its own citizens.1 The attack left several civilians dead and rendered thousands homeless.2


Among the pilots, (disclosed by senior journalist Shekhar Gupta in The Indian Express) who dropped the bombs and fired countless bullets at the innocent civilians was an officer by the name of Suresh Kalmadi who would later become a prominent politician and one of the most powerful sports administrators of the country. Within a few years of the bombing, 516 villages in Mizoram were uprooted and burned down. Nearly 75 per cent of the total population of the state was relocated to military confinement under the order of Lt. General Sam Maneckshaw.3


Despite living a difficult life under military confinement, the Mizo people never stopped playing football, their favourite sport. And football it was that would eventually bring justice to the people of Mizoram.


It is an irony of fate that nearly half a century later, when in the year 2016, Suresh Kalmadi was stripped of various sports administration posts and faced jail for alleged involvement in sports-related scams, Mizoram scripted one of the most amazing stories in the history of Indian sport.


Aizawl FC defied all expectations to return from relegation and beat much bigger and better-known teams to become the football champions of India in the 2016–17 season of the I-League, the highest division of domestic football in India.


After the independence of India, Mizoram and its people had been mostly neglected by the government at the centre to the extent that the Mizo people became aliens in their own country. Even today, for most people in India, including and especially educated urban citizens, Mizoram is a place unheard of. As a matter of fact, not only Mizoram but most of the North East lies outside the borders of their mental map of India, and people from the North East are often called ‘chinkis’ (slang for ‘Chinese’) in the streets of cities from Delhi to Chennai. ‘Is it in India?’ was a question a person from Mizoram (and from other parts of the North East) would often be asked. ‘Go back to China,’ was another statement a person from this region would often hear from their fellow self-proclaimed superior countrymen.


For forty years after independence, Mizoram went through a period of darkness infested with insurgency and political instability, making it one of the most violent parts of the country until Mizoram became a separate state on 20 February 1987. Within a decade of becoming a state, education flourished, and the literacy level of the state rose, making Mizoram the second most literate state in India. Peace returned to the Mizo Hills. Today, Mizoram has earned the distinction of being one of the most peaceful states in the country and is often referred to as the ‘Island of Peace’.


Often, peace and prosperity go hand in hand. But in case of Mizoram, peace did not result in prosperity; instead it was peace in complete isolation. From the infamous bombings 1966 to the devastating landslides of 2017, mainland India had remained largely ignorant of anything that happens in Mizoram. Although, Mizoram is geographically a tropical paradise, the land is not blessed with natural resources such as minerals, which could have given rise to industries or with fertile agricultural lands, which could have created an agro-based economy. Thus, unemployment became a major problem and with the easy inflow of drugs from the neighbouring country of Myanmar, drug addiction became an even bigger concern for the state. Hence, even after becoming a state, Mizoram continued to struggle for a cultural identity, social respect and economic opportunities.


What would people usually do under such circumstances? Elsewhere in the world, it might have led to a socio-political uprising. But in Mizoram, which had already been through such an uprising before 1987, a political uprising had little motivation. Instead, it gave rise to a sports revolution through the world’s most popular sport, football. With a span of fifteen years between 2000 and 2015, Mizoram would use football to generate employment, eradicate drug addiction and announce its existence to the rest of the country.


In this predominantly Christian state, there is no caste distinction and there are no beggars in the state. The town and cities in the state close by sunset and people return home early. Unlike the rest of India, the Mizo people have very little interest in either Bollywood or in cricket. Apart from music and foreign movies, there is only one thing that Mizos love and are good at.


Football.


In Mizoram, there is a pair of football boots and a ball in every house. There is a saying that it is impossible to take football out of a Mizo. The Mizos therefore turned to football, the beautiful game, to make a name for themselves and bring recognition to their community. Mizoram chose football to make a statement so loud that entire country would take notice.


And thus began Mizoram’s incredible transformation that saw the state rise from the ashes of 1966 to become the football champions of India in 2017. Today, the only reason that Mizoram is in the news is because of football and football alone.


The year 2017 marks the hundred years of the Mizo people’s love affair with football since they first kicked a football in France during World War I.4 But for the most part of the last century, football remained restricted to the status of a sport that was to be enjoyed during leisure. At the dawn of the new millennium, when Shylo Malsawmtlunga graduated from the Tata Football Academy and made his debut for East Bengal in 2002 and became the first professional Mizo footballer. Shylo became an inspiration for the Mizo people and youngsters dreamed of following his footsteps and achieving success through football. The people of Mizoram made an unspoken pledge which said, ‘We may not be the best football players in the world, but we will definitely be the best in this country and we will do whatever it takes to get there.’


There are noteworthy examples where people of a certain community or region are recognised for their excellence in sport. Sometimes, it is the natural genetics of the people that help them excel – Jamaicans in sprinting and East Africans in distance running are the two most celebrated examples of this. Sometimes it is the availability of best sports infrastructure and training facilities that enable the athletes to reach the highest level of the game.


An example of this is the sport of women’s gymnastics in the USA.5 In the twentieth century, sport was dominated by two gymnastics superpowers the USSR and Romania. Between the Olympics in Helsinki 1952 and Sydney 2000, a gymnast from at least one of these two countries was always on the podium of the women’s all-round competition. During his period, the USA, which was highly competitive in all other Olympic sports and often finished on the top of the medals table, had managed only two medals in the women’s all-round event; a gold in Los Angeles 1984 and a silver in Barcelona 1992. After Sydney, the USA hired the services of several former USSR gymnasts as coached and revamped the sport’s infrastructure in the country. The improved training facilities paid immediate dividends as the USA became new superpower of women’s gymnastics winning gold in the women’s all-round competition in all the four Olympics since then and silver in two of them. Similar patterns can be observed in other disciplines of gymnastics such as the individual medals for floor exercises, beam balance, uneven bars, vault and the overall team event.


But it is not often that the mere love of the game can propel a community to sporting glory in the absence of both, sporting genetics and infrastructure. This is what makes the story of Mizoram football special.


Despite never being particularly renowned for its athletic and sporting prowess and not even possessing a decent football ground for quite a while, Mizoram’s love affair with the beautiful game took the state to dizzying heights.


The chosen path of football was difficult one; India being a predominantly cricket playing nation since the 1990s. Domestic football still struggles to find sufficient viewership. In addition to this, geographical isolation and lack of resources were a persistent problem for this little state. However, driven by immense passion, Mizoram became the biggest factory of football players in the country, producing nearly one-third of the players in India’s prestigious football competition, the I-League. The state went on to win major trophies at national level, including the Santosh Trophy in 2014 and the National Games gold in 2015. But its biggest achievement came in 2017 when the underdogs Aizawl FC came back from relegation to win the I-League.


Everybody loves an underdog.


The stories of an underdog overcoming the traditional heavyweights of the game to achieve glory have become the stuff of sporting legend. ‘The rumble in the jungle’ where an allegedly ‘too old’ Mohammad Ali knocked out the seemingly invincible George Foreman in 1974 to reclaim the world heavyweight title; and, the ‘Miracle on Ice’ where the unheralded USA team defeated the defending champions and six-time Olympic gold medallists, the USSR in the 1980 Winter Olympic ice hockey competition are just two instances of the human spirit overcoming seemingly overwhelming odds.


And underdogs continue to surprise and inspire us. Leicester City’s magical run to the English Premier League in 2015–16 is a prime example. With 5,000-to-1 odds stacked up against them, not even the most adherent fan of Leicester City would have given the club a chance of winning the English Premier League at the start of the 2015–16 season. But the unthinkable happened. Leicester City won their first Premier League title in their 132-years-old history – an event that may go down as the most unbelievable victory in sports history.


The very next year, India got its own Leicester City moment: Aizawl FC won the I-League 2016–17 title, the top division football league in India.


At the turn of the millennium, even the most optimistic football fan in India would not have imagined that in less than two decades Mizoram would be a powerhouse of footballing talent and win the most prestigious league in the country.




PART I


THE ORIGIN OF MIZO FOOTBALL




1


FROM PARIS WITH LOVE


In the middle of the nineteenth century, the British brought in a strange game to India. Unlike cricket which was at the time, played by the elite class and was considered a gentlemen’s game, there was nothing gentle about this new game; men would run all over an open field, all kicking and chasing a single ball. It was rough, it was fast and it was much more tiresome. And it was not reserved for the Maharajahs and the elite of the time. Instead, it was a game for everybody. It was football. Back in those days, most American sports were confined to North America and popular sports such as basketball were not yet invented. But football being one of the favourite sports in England, was quickly exported throughout British Empire which was spread across multiple continents, making football the world’s most popular sport.1


In the early days of football, the game was played by soldiers of the British Army and Calcutta being the capital of colonial India at the time, the sport gained immediate popularity in Bengal. In 1854, the Calcutta Club of Civilians took on the Gentlemen of Barrackpore in the first recorded game of football on Indian soil. Almost two decades later, the first football club in India, the Calcutta Football Club was established in 1872.2 In comparison, among the major football powerhouses of the world today, the first football club in Germany, the Dresden English Football Club,3 was founded in 1874, while Italy saw its first club, the Genoa Football and Cricket Club4 in 1893. Half way around the world, Brazil, the greatest footballing nation of modern times, was yet to play its first football game. It was only in 1894, forty years after the first football match was played on Indian soil, that Brazil saw its first game of football.5


In 1888, the Durand Cup,6 the first football tournament in India was started by Sir Mortimer Durand, Foreign Secretary in charge of India. For the record, Durand Cup is the oldest surviving football tournament in Asia and the third oldest in the world.


The establishment of the Durand Cup saw a rapid rise in the popularity of football and several football clubs emerged, including Mohun Bagan (1889), and Mohammedan Sporting Club (1891). With the rise of football clubs, several other tournaments came into existence in India years before organised football tournaments took shape in the current top footballing nations of the world. Thus in effect, India was arguably the second biggest footballing nation in the world after England at the end of the nineteenth century. Ironically, while Brazil went on to become the biggest powerhouse of world football and won the FIFA World Cup five times, Indian football never really managed to go beyond the initial promise that it showed towards the end of the nineteenth century, despite having a head start over almost every other footballing nation in the world.


Yet, on a much smaller scale, the game continued to flourish in the states of Bengal, Goa and Kerala. Although it gradually spread across the rest of the country, these three pioneering states remained the dominant forces in India’s domestic football arena for more than a century until a new force began to emerge from one of the unlikeliest of places.


It was Mizoram, one of the smallest and least accessible states in the country.


One might expect that with the British ruling Mizoram for nearly fifty years between 1895 and 1947, football would have found its way into Mizoram in a manner like the way it did in the rest of the country. But this was not the case. The journey of the beautiful game in Mizoram took a completely different path from that in other parts of India. It was much longer and harder and due to the geographical and cultural isolation of the state from the rest of the country, the growth and evolution of the game almost went unnoticed for the most part of the twentieth century.


It is, however, worth noting that whereas in the rest of India, football was brought in by colonial rulers, in Mizoram, it was the other way around. The Mizo people travelled all the way to Europe and discovered the beautiful game.


˜


In 1871, Mary Winchester, the six-year-old daughter of a tea plantation manager was captured by a horde of raiding Mizo warriors from Cachar in southern Assam. Her captors took her to Mizoram, known then as the Lushai Hills. At the time, while the rest of the Indian subcontinent was mostly under the British Rule, Mizoram was a free land. The little girl was the first white person the Mizos had encountered and so she was brought to the house of the chief of Sailàm, the most formidable Mizo tribal chief of the time.7 Mary’s arrival was celebrated with a feast for the villagers and she was given the name Zolûti (Zo for Mizo or Mizoram and lût for ‘enter’, meaning the one who entered Mizoram). Zolûti was brought up like a princess under the personal care of the most respected woman of the village.


The news of the capture of a white girl by a warrior tribe in India spread like wildfire in London, where many people took the incident as challenge to British supremacy. The British government was compelled to take military action against the Mizos and the Lushai Hills Expedition was launched to bring the land under British Rule. On 21 January 1872, the British Army reached the village of Sailàm and shelled it heavily. Within a few hours, the Mizo warriors, vastly outmatched by the superior British artillery, surrendered. After a year of captivity at a tender age, Zolûti had lost the memories of her earlier life and had begun to think of the village as her own and adapted to the Mizo way of life. According to the account of Colonel T. H. Lewin,8 the leader of the British expedition to the Lushai Hills, Mary was handed over by the queen of Sailàm, and she was ‘rescued’ against her wishes after being lured by the British soldiers with sweets.


While the British continued to make further advances into Mizoram, around the same time in 1872, nearly 460 kilometres west of Mizoram, Calcutta Football Club, the first football club in India, was established. It would take nearly fifty years more for football to reach Mizoram. But the seeds of birth of the beautiful game in Mizoram were already sown during the Mary Winchester incident. The British Military expedition which began with the mission to rescue Mary eventually led to the establishment of complete British rule in Mizoram in 1895; one of the last places in India to come under the British.


Mary’s biggest (and involuntary) contribution to the history and culture of Mizoram was in bringing British administration, Christianity and education into the Lushai Hills. In 1890, the story of the capture and rescue of Mary Winchester reached a young 20-year-old Scottish boy by the name of James Herbert Lorrain.9 When Lorrain saw a portrait of Mary that was taken at the time of her rescue, he decided to work as a missionary and bring Christianity to the remote tribes of North East India. A few years later, in April 1894, Lorrain with the help of a missionary colleague, Frederick William Savidge, set up the first school in Mizoram and established Christianity in the state. The year 1894 is recognised as the year of the ‘advent of the Gospel’ in Mizoram.


Meanwhile in that same month, in April 1894, through the efforts of another Scotsman, Thomas Donohoe, a football match was played on Brazilian soil for the first time.


˜


In July 1914, the First World War broke out in Europe which pitted the Allied forces led by Britain against the Central Powers led by Germany. Britain, the colonial ruler of India, shipped thousands of Indians to the battle fronts in Europe. But with millions of soldiers and civilians dead, there was always a shortage of manpower on the front. In January 1917, the British government announced its decision to send nearly 2,000 men from the Lushai Hills to France.


The tales of the horrors of war had reached the Mizos through their colonial rulers. People talked about flying machines [aeroplanes] that would drop exploding fireballs from the sky, boats that went under water [submarines] to sink other boats, evil air [poison gas] that killed all those who breathed it in and, moving iron houses [tanks] that could fight. The community elders opposed the idea of sending their children to die in an unknown land.


The British, however, enforced forced labour on all healthy men in the Lushai Hills. Those who could not carry the burden of labour would often request for exemption from labour but only a few people were granted this. The restriction made exemption from forced labour a big deal among the Mizo people. In order to raise volunteers, the British offered exemption from forced labour to all the men who would volunteer to go to France. The exemption from forced labour was to be extended to the families of the volunteers as well.


The ploy worked. Soon, hundreds of young men registered to join the unit which became known as the Lushai Labour Corps.10 In an interesting turn of events, young Mizo women began to look upon the early volunteers as brave men who were more desirable as partners. As news spread among the Mizo men that women would court the war heroes upon their return from France, this too triggered a wave of mass volunteering. Within a few days, more than 2,000 men from various parts of the Lushai Hills registered themselves as volunteers in the Lushai Labour Corps.


Around 2,100 soldiers of the Lushai Labour Corps departed to France under the command of Lt. Col. Mayfair to join the war efforts under the flag of their colonial rulers. Their journey to Paris was a journey of many firsts. Along the way, they sat ‘in an endless iron house that breathed out dark smoke [a steam train] and went over tunnels and bridges faster than a horse, they reached a lake which was so big that the sky touched the other end of the lake [the ocean]; they boarded big boats that breathed out dark smoke too [steam ships] and which sailed for weeks in this endless lake’. The Lushai Labour Corps reached the outskirts of Paris in June 1917 and were stationed at a place called Monchy-au-Bois where the sky thundered throughout the day and night [thanks to cannon balls].


The soldiers of the Lushai Labour Corps were given the responsibilities of dismantling the abandoned trenches and sending reusable materials for the construction of new trenches on the battle front. After spending more than a year at the frontline and seeing seventy-one of their colleagues succumb to German bullets during the war, the soldiers of the Lushai Labour Corps returned home in June 1918. The names of these seventy-one martyrs have been inscribed in the War Memorial at Treasury Square in the heart of the city of Aizawl. The inscription at the top of the memorial reads:




When you go home, tell them of us and say;


For their tomorrow, we gave our today




There are two important legacies of the Lushai Labour Corps in World War I. The first and arguably the less significant of these was the composition of the folk song ‘German Ral Lian’. This song was composed as a tribute to their bravery when the Lushai Labour Corps left their homeland for France. It became a popular folk song among the Mizos and is sung by the youngsters even today.


The second and much more significant legacy was the discovery of football and its subsequent introduction among the Mizo people. A century later, this would eventually pave the way for the people of Mizoram to put their state on the sporting map of India.


˜


During the First World War, England was the dominant force in world football and had exported the game to many other nations across the world, especially colonies of the British Empire. However, at the outbreak of the war, competitive football was suspended in England as players from many football clubs were recruited by the British Army and sent to the front for war duties. The suspension of competitive football, however, did not prevent the enthusiasts from playing the game and contrary to expectations, the war actually helped to establish and spread the game to other parts of the world.
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