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Aisha, who is turning into quite an IPL fan!




AUTHOR’S NOTE


18 April 2008. People were streaming in from all over the city to the Chinnaswamy Stadium in Bengaluru to catch a glimpse of world cricket’s latest innovation. No one really knew what it would turn out to be. While most were aware that it was a heady cocktail of entertainment and cricket, for some it seemed a perfect night out for a few hundred rupees. What could be better than watching Shah Rukh Khan and Virat Kohli together over a three-hour period with some excellent cricket to go alongside?


For the players and franchise owners, however, it was different. For players it was a life changing moment. For the owners, they were for the first time investing in something, which was just an idea. There was no physical asset like a stadium that they would be owning. All they were investing in was a vision. A concept that allowed them to buy and sell players and create a template, which over a period of time would define how world cricket was to be governed. In sum, no one really knew what they were getting into.


Neither did I. As someone who has covered Indian cricket for more than two decades, it was natural I’d be there to make sense of what was unfolding. Try to make sense of it all. Was the IPL there to stay? Would it really take off? How did it all work? How had Lalit Modi gone about it? These were questions I needed answers to. It is fair to say Modi himself wasn’t convinced about how many bids he would get ahead of the first season. That’s why he had reached out through personal contacts to all of India’s leading corporates and had invited them to the bidding. “We got a call from him two days before the bids were to be opened. While the rule was that bids were to be submitted 48 hours before, Modi was making these calls because he was unsure of the response. I was asked by Saharasri Subrata Roy to travel personally and put in a bid. In fact, I handed the bid myself to Lalit Modi and he accepted it the day before the bidding. We had bid for two cities, our first bid was for Kolkata and second was for Kanpur. However, just before the bids were opened a couple of the other bidders objected to our bid saying we were late and the bid couldn’t be termed legal. Whether this was done deliberately or if it was stage-managed I don’t know. But what I can tell you is that had our bid been deemed legal we would have owned the Kolkata team for we had put in the highest bid,” said a very senior leader from Sahara India. How and why Lalit accepted a late bid only to disqualify it later is not something I have an answer to. Besides Sahara, two other bids, that of ICICI Prudential and the Future Group, were also cancelled for not being on time.


Having followed Modi’s career in cricket administration closely, it was only natural I’d want to chronicle the story of the IPL. Lalit Modi loved a spectacle, and the IPL was the mother of them all.


While the first season could pass off as novelty, for a brand to stay resilient in its third year with a second season in South Africa thrown into the mix said something about it. The question was why is it that the IPL continued to sell? Why and how could teams get multiple brands on board year on year? What was the attraction? What was Modi doing to make things work? With so much cricket played round the year, what is it about the IPL that made it the most watched cricket tournament in the world?


And yet in the middle of all this success, problems had started. Modi was losing ground and by the end of season three, was forced out of the league that he had created and nurtured. He left India and hasn’t returned since. How did things go all wrong for him? What’s the back story? Can he ever make a comeback and how difficult has it been for him to stay away?


This book is my attempt in trying to piece together the entire story. I don’t intend to judge Lalit Modi. Neither do I intend to take sides. This book is not about whether Modi was right or wrong. The book is about facts. The untold story of the IPL and its founder. What really happened and how it all happened. That’s what I have tried to do. Judgment is best left to the readers.


BORIA MAJUMDAR


Kolkata, March 2022




INTRODUCTION


It was June 2013, just weeks after the spot fixing scandal in the IPL and the controversy was still fresh in people’s minds. India was in England to play the ICC Champions Trophy and much was riding on how M.S. Dhoni and his team fared in the tournament. A good performance would help counter the growing clamour of negativity and douse the fire that had spread in the wake of the scandal. There was huge media attention and it had only heightened on the eve of the India–Pakistan match at Edgbaston in Birmingham. In normal circumstances, India versus Pakistan is the mother of all sports rivalries and against the backdrop of the spot fixing controversy, it had only gained in significance.


The match had turned into a global spectacle of sorts. Media from around the world had trooped into Edgbaston and every seat was sold out. Television audience for the game was expected to be the highest and in every sense it was an occasion for Lalit Modi to make an appearance. Modi, removed from the IPL and suspended by the BCCI, was in exile in London mulling over his next move. His issue was still alive in the power corridors of the BCCI and imposing a life ban on him was only a matter of time. Modi, more than anyone else, was aware of it. It was institution versus an individual and the result was a foregone conclusion.


For Modi, the spot fixing scandal was an opportunity to get even with the BCCI and demonstrate to the world that the Board was unable to protect the sanctity of the IPL within three years of him leaving the scene. Modi had continued to be defiant and brazen even in exile and in the wake of the scandal was turning vocal and aggressive as some of his statements bear testimony. The BCCI had lost credibility and as the guardians of the sport had failed in guarding the IPL from being targeted. How could Modi let go of an opportunity of getting even with the men who had removed him from a position of supreme power?


I had this inkling he wouldn’t miss the opportunity to be visible on the occasion of an India versus Pakistan match and target the BCCI while he was there. He loved attention and this was a stage bigger than most. He wouldn’t have to do much and just turn up. In fact, he was a parallel match in himself and the moment he arrived every media present would want a sound byte. He was sure to consume newsprint and put across his side of the story. And it would also be a statement. That he wasn’t scared and hadn’t run away. That he was still the conscience keeper of the BCCI and the custodian of the IPL, a property he had created and nurtured.


It was a kind of gut feel that Modi would come. I could be wrong also but as a journalist you had to back your impulse. Modi was a parallel story and could be a headline. And it wasn’t me alone. A colleague of mine, Debasis Sen, was actually waiting outside the main entrance at Edgbaston hoping he could get Modi on camera. For him it would be a big exclusive. Whatever Modi said would have news value and be a story that had the potential of going viral. And just as all of us were preparing to enter the stadium to be in time for the toss did we spot Lalit Modi.


He had driven right up to the main entrance of the stadium and was dressed impeccably. Most importantly he had an Indian tricolour in hand and the moment he sensed there was media around he draped himself with the tricolour. I was not friends with him and was watching it all from a distance. Debasis ran up to him and asked him for an interview. It was as if Modi was waiting for the moment. Another senior journalist had walked up to him by then and struck up a conversation. Just as Debasis was readying his camera, Modi was looking on either side to check if there was more media around. As much as Debasis was excited about the interview, Modi too was keen to talk to him. With the tricolour covering almost all of his upper frame, it was a statement about who he was. He could be in exile but he was still the Czar. He was Lalit Modi, an ardent Indian nationalist and the founder of the Indian Premier League, India’s leading global sports brand.


The interview, which is available on YouTube, is instructive. The moment Debasis asked him what the future had in store for the IPL, Modi was aggressive. He had been bowled a loose full toss and all he had to do was put it away. He did. “I created the IPL,” he said and went on to add, “They are destroying it.” He was belligerent and sarcastic at the same time. In that one sentence he was saying a lot of things. It was a reminder the IPL was out and out his creation and that no one could take the credit away from him. Second, he was taking on the BCCI and calling them incompetent. He was implying that the Board was incapable of running the tournament efficiently. And third, he was planting doubts in peoples’ minds about the future of the IPL by suggesting that unworthy people were in control of the tournament. And at no point during the interview was he scared or apprehensive. Even when Debasis asked him about the possible life ban, he was unflustered. In fact, there was a brief pause when the question was asked. It was as if Modi was gathering his thoughts and adjusting himself against the strong wind blowing across Edgbaston before he reacted.


There are two ways you react to an uncomfortable question. The first is to duck it. You can deliberately choose not to answer and skirt it and move on to the next. It was the easier and safer strategy and Modi could have easily done so and moved on. The second was to stay calm and composed and answer the question with utmost confidence while attacking the issue head on. This takes some doing and that’s what Modi chose to do. The ban, he knew, was inevitable and he was not perturbed by it. Rather he seemed ready. It was as if he wanted the question to be asked. With the hint of a smile on his face, he was dismissive of the BCCI. For him nothing would change because of the ban. He wasn’t planning to go back to India in a hurry and nor was he planning a coup to take control of the BCCI. For all practical purposes, the ban would mean nothing for Modi. He would continue to say it was an act of vendetta and continue to cry foul. With social media around, he would always be heard.


All he said to Debasis was he knew the BCCI would ban him and was ready with his side of the story. In fact, he challenged the BCCI to do so for he felt it would be yet another act of wrongdoing and wouldn’t stand the test of public scrutiny. Modi was playing the perfect media game. It was a witch hunt against him was what he was claiming, and he was not mincing words. And multiple times during the course of the interview did he pull the tricolour closer. Each time he did so, attention went to the act, and it was a telling comment as to who he was. Even as I watch the interview at the time of writing, I can feel the same sentiment. It was all very well thought out and curated. He knew there would be cameras aimed at him in Edgbaston and was prepared to face them. That’s why he was there. He wanted the world to see that nothing had changed for Modi even in exile. It was his way of reclaiming the narrative. Stay relevant. That even on the day of an India–Pakistan game, he was important to the media and a subject of serious interest.


I met Debasis at the time of writing and asked him why he was so keen on interviewing Modi in 2013. Did it not matter to him that Modi was in exile and was a pariah for the BCCI? For all practical purposes he had no power. He wasn’t controlling the IPL anymore and if anything, by interviewing him Debasis could invoke the ire of the men in power. And there was no inkling whatsoever that Modi would be able to make a comeback. So how could someone who wasn’t part of the action be as important for a journalist to wait patiently on the eve of an India versus Pakistan game? Bluntly put, what is it about Lalit Modi? Why is it that the media continues to be enamoured by him? Want his sound byte each time they get an opportunity?


His answer was startling. “I have never seen anyone as charismatic as Lalit Modi. He was always larger than life. The first time I interviewed him was in 2011 in his apartment in London. I have never seen a house like that. To say it is luxurious is an understatement. Each of his staff were immaculately dressed and the whole feel was one of royalty. And the moment he finished the interview he came down, got into his Ferrari and rushed past me. It was life in the fast lane,” he said.


On the issue of the ban, Debasis’ comment was even more interesting. “There was no impact of the ban on him. In fact, if you had spoken to him you would know he wasn’t perturbed with anything. Everyone was after this interview and it was one of the best I have done,” said Debasis.


As he was speaking, I could sense a kind of pride in his voice for having done the interview. He had stolen a march over all of them present in Edgbaston at the time and had landed a solid first punch. It was a big exclusive. And that’s what gets me back to Modi. He may have lost his kingdom in India but he has somehow managed to stay relevant. Every IPL the thought inevitably goes back to Modi. Now that the tournament is expected to rake in television revenue more than 50,000 crores for the BCCI for a period of five years, it is easily world cricket’s biggest commercial success story. Every league across the world wants to emulate the IPL. Be like it. Leagues across seek the glamour associated with the IPL and deliver on quality cricket. With every major buy in an IPL auction Modi somehow comes back into the discussion. For as long as the IPL is a subject of media scrutiny, Modi will continue to stay relevant.


In his demeanour nothing much has changed, as of early 2022. He continues to live life king size in his luxurious apartment in central London surrounded by his own personal security who are all former marines with some of them trained in the art of armed combat. In every major cricket match he is visible. And each time he does so his photos go viral. No ED or CBI has been able to pin him down and despite the BCCI doing all it can to push him away, he surfaces from time to time to take them on. While it is now close to 12 years that he has left India, he still follows every development in the IPL and Indian cricket. Many claim that he is privately in touch with a host of powerful people and has many secrets with him. Some of these secrets are damning enough to cause an uproar back home and it is one of the reasons why nothing has happened to him. On his part, he has forever claimed that he is innocent and there is no proof of wrongdoing against him.


Modi has survived multiple intense social media trials. With social media it is all a blur. Even before you know it, faceless trolls are all over you. They heap abuse on you knowing you can’t do anything about it because they are faceless and will never come out in the open. They are like an invisible virus. Just like the world found it impossible to deal with Covid because the virus was invisible and faceless, so also the social media trolls who have no ethics or dignity. To respond to trolls is to dignify them. But what they do is they try to get into your mind. Try and push you to making mistakes and respond. Every provocation is an attempt to solicit a response. And with Lalit Modi, social media trolls have done their best to draw him out of his comfort zone. Make false statements. Claim things which can then be used against him. While Modi made the mistake once in 2010 and paid the price, since then he has been much better prepared to deal with such bots on Twitter. He controls social media rather than social media trying to control him. He gives interviews on his own terms and shapes narratives in the manner that he wants to. That’s why men like Debasis Sen continue to interview him and treat the interview as a big exclusive. Lalit, in every sense, remains an enigma.


What exactly happened on the night when he left India? Did he actually make a call to someone very influential in the BCCI that lasted for over an hour in which he spelt out his strategy going forward? Was this call to a friend or to someone who he knew would never speak in public? Why is it that details of this call remain unknown even after a decade? What does Modi know that we will never know? Why is it that the BCCI has never made this conversation public?


While it is fair to say that the BCCI conducted an investigation against Modi that lasted for three years between 2010 to 2012 and subsequently imposed a life ban on him, questions will always remain as to why the BCCI did not stop Modi from taking some of the actions in the first place? As the custodian of the game, was it not the duty of the BCCI to pre-empt wrongdoing and stop Modi on his tracks rather than take action in retrospect? Was it that the BCCI and its mandarins were enjoying the success of the IPL and the billions that Lalit was bringing in and hence decided to turn a blind eye to things that were going on in Indian cricket? Had the BCCI been more vigilant would things have drifted in the manner that they did? How could Lalit Modi, who wasn’t even the President, Secretary or Treasurer of the BCCI, become all powerful? Between 2008–2010 it was as if Modi was way more powerful than even the BCCI President or Secretary and running a parallel Board. While the IPL is only a small part of the BCCI and a sub-committee, was it becoming big enough to overpower the mother institution itself? Bluntly put, was Modi the Super Commissioner that many saw him as?


In a career spanning a little more than 6 years in Indian cricket administration, Lalit Modi had changed the face of Indian cricket. By taking control of the Rajasthan Cricket Association in a manner that many would still consider unethical, he overpowered the Rungtas who had a stranglehold on the Association for a good two-and-a-half decades. And this is where the line starts to get blurred. In the corridors of power, it is a very thin line between what’s ethical and what’s unethical. Power and control is equivalent to war and as the saying goes, all is fair in love and war. If Modi was unethical, can it be said that the Rungtas were always right in what they did? Could a family hold on to power for 25 years by doing everything by the book?


And once Modi was in control of Rajasthan, he tried to extend the ambit of his powers by forging a much bigger alliance that aimed to take control of Indian cricket from the clutches of Jagmohan Dalmiya. In Sharad Pawar, Modi found someone who could be the face of the alliance. And once they had beaten Dalmiya, Modi had to demonstrate to the world that he was a better marketer of the sport than even Dalmiya who has forever been credited with commercialising global cricket. To take on the aura of Dalmiya, Modi needed the IPL. And for a start, all he had was a concept with very few takers. He had to individually reach out to friends and family and convince them to take the punt. He knew that he stood to lose it all if the punt ended in failure. All he was selling was an idea and more often than not grand ideas end in failure. For Modi it was the IPL or nothing and he put all his eggs in that one basket.


From every account and every person who I have spoken to in the course of writing this book, it was the biggest gamble of his life. But with Modi a gamble was par for the course. Anything else would be unnatural. He was born to take risks and more often than not would come out triumphant. The IPL, which was perhaps the biggest gamble of his life, turned out to be the biggest success story ever, making Lalit Modi a cult in the echelons of global sport. And in creating the IPL, Modi ended up giving a new life to cricket in India and beyond. Cricketers found a new voice and marketers a new investment opportunity. Broadcasters found a magic product and the BCCI found its golden goose. While Modi had to give it all up in a few years and leave India for good, his imprint has stayed on making him one of the most talked about figures ever in Indian cricket administration.


So how did it all start and why did it end the way that it did? How could Modi pull off the biggest cricketing heist of all time and then fall prey to the underbelly of fame in a matter of years? What is his real legacy now that he remains in exile and chances are will never make a comeback to Indian cricket and the BCCI? Can the IPL ever be a property that has no Lalit Modi claim on it? Or is it always going to be the case that Lalit will be credited for creating Indian cricket’s greatest money-spinner?


While there aren’t straight responses to many of these questions, it is important we deep dive and seek some of these answers. For in doing so, we end up discovering a man who was a genius as well as a maverick. His actions can’t always be described in black and white and that’s what adds to the aura of Lalit Modi. There are no straight answers. There are unsolved mysteries at key points in his life making him a fascinating subject of inquiry. Is he the “Infamous Architect” or the “Super Commissioner”?


The jury will forever be out on this one.




CHAPTER ONE


THE CREATION OF THE IPL


When the legendary Arthur Morris, key member of Don Bradman’s invincible team of the 1940s, was asked what he got out of playing cricket, his answer was startling. Morris negotiated the question with a single-word retort: ‘Poverty’. With the onset of a cricketing revolution courtesy of the Indian Premier League, contemporary cricketers will have a radically different answer to a similar question. Most, it can be conjectured, will suggest with a welcome smile, “We became millionaires.”


However, the process of them becoming millionaires wasn’t an easy one and the credit has to go to Lalit Modi for transforming the sport forever.


It was around 4 p.m. in the afternoon on 18 April 2008 and I was right outside the Chinnaswamy Stadium in Bengaluru trying to gauge the mood of the crowd that was starting to build up. I had been a sceptic and was not sure if anything except nationalism worked in Indian cricket. We in India, I have always argued, don’t really consume cricket. Rather, we consume spectacle. We don’t watch the Ranji Trophy, the national championship for cricket in India featuring the best of domestic talent. We don’t watch the Duleep Trophy, yet another premier domestic tournament. We only watched the Indian national team play and that’s where the scepticism was coming from. Will Modi’s brainchild, pitching one city against another and involving the world’s best players, capture Indian public imagination?


“You weren’t the only sceptic,” said a senior BCCI functionary when I mentioned my doubts to him while writing this. “You should have seen Lalit on the day IPL started. He was putting on a show but from inside was a nervous wreck. His career was at stake. If the start wasn’t up to the mark and if people did not warm up to the concept, his career in sports administration would come to an end,” said the source. “In fact, many within the BCCI also wanted him to fail. He had ruffled a lot of feathers in the way he had worked the last few months and you can’t do so in an institution like the BCCI. You end up making enemies if you do and Lalit would have to pay the price if the IPL did not take off,” he concluded.


Frankly, when Lalit had set off planning the IPL, all he had in front of him was case studies of a few American and British leagues. He had extensively studied how the NFL and the MLB worked in the US and planned to take the best practices from each to create something unique for the Indian market. He had partnered with IMG in doing so and in a meeting held in July 2007 during Wimbledon, first outlined some of his thoughts on the IPL to his colleagues in IMG. With the ZEE network led by Subhas Chandra already on the start line with the launch of the Indian Cricket League in April 2007, Modi was faced with stiff competition in trying to accomplish his vision. While he was seeking an alternate model that worked in India, he knew that Indians had little or no regard for domestic cricket. He also knew that for a league like the IPL to work in India, matches had to be played prime time and he had to rope in the best players globally. The problem was the players were already overworked. Calls of a burn out were rife and to expect them to play for 2 more months non-stop was unrealistic unless Modi was able to sweeten the deal by paying them monies they had never earned before. He also had to work on franchise owners and the first thing he had to do was convince franchise owners of what they owned. A franchise-based league was alien to the Indian market and in the absence of a physical asset a lot of the owners were not convinced to start with. “Some of them asked Lalit what they were owning. They would own no physical stadium unlike some of the established football clubs in India. Nor will they own something like what the state cricket associations did. So while he expected them to spend 60 million dollars for a franchise, he needed to explain to them what they were getting in return for the money spent and how they were supposed to recover the money. I have to tell you it wasn’t easy for him to get the high and mighty from around the country to buy into the concept,” said a former BCCI President closely involved at the time.
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