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CHIRAG SHETTY

Gopi Sir’s mere presence sets an example of hard work, perseverance and good character. Whether it is on court or off court, his vibe of inspiration and calm is always evident. His commitment to the game when he was a player and now, to the games of the players he trains, is unshakeable and unwavering. Once he sets his target, he will do everything to get there, and get there he does.

The badminton players in India will always be indebted to the role he has played in bringing recognition to badminton with his exceptional career and now with the medals and international victories of the players he trains.

His disciplined lifestyle is a benchmark for the athletes. It did not end when he ended his career as a player. It has only grown stronger and deeper and can be seen today in his role as a coach. He is extremely systematic and logical in his thinking and actions, something that adds to the mindset of a champion. The way he sees the game playing out and works out strategies and game plans in advance has served many unbelievable and unexpected victories.

Without him having explicitly taught so, I have learned through his example to never be satisfied with one’s success and rest on one’s laurels, no matter how great the achievement may be. The hunger to do more and to be more should always drive you no matter how big you become. It is great to win the Olympics gold medal, but to win it again, you will have to be better than you were the last time you played and better than your competition who is also training to be better.

This book is about Gopi Sir’s philosophy of life and about winning. It will serve you beyond the expectations you would have from a biography. It will provoke you to think different; to think about your life from the viewpoint of being a player in a game, whether you win or lose, the bigger game of your life’s purpose is not over. You are expected to show up the next day and outdo your past victory or defeat. Gopi Sir has been a coach to thousands of players; this is your chance to have him as a coach and mentor for your game and your life.

SRIKANTH KIDAMBI

Pullela Gopichand is one of the most down to earth people, especially in the league of champions. His accolades are legendary and yet his humility supersedes his celebrity persona. He has respect for everyone—elders, players, and coaches. You learn just by watching him. His personality and his character hold in them lessons that touch you because they are in action and you can see the impact.

If you read his story, you will be inspired in moments of your despair, where you won’t need anyone to console and lift you up. Gopi Sir’s journey through his times of turmoil and defeat will do that for you. You will be inspired and will know for sure that if he can overcome the life-threatening and career-damaging obstacles that came his way, you can surely set your life back on track. In getting to know him through his book you will see the anatomy of miracles—hidden in hard work, commitment, self belief and giving nothing short of everything you have to make your dreams come true.

Gopi Sir helped me steer my career to where I am today. He encouraged me to focus on the singles game, and helped me make the transition from the juniors’ league to the seniors’ league, which can be a tough change for a player. He would train me every morning at 4 am, a regime he committed to for over five years. I owe my success to him. If he believes that something will help him grow and become better as a person and as a player, he will commit 100% of his effort to get there. Once there, he builds a training process around it so others can benefit too.

This book is not just for athletes and sports people, it is for everyone who desires to be a champion, who desires to stand out with their performance and win. His journey in sport is inspirational, and everyone can relate to it even if they are not athletes. Knowing him, knowing what he went through and the mindset, strategies and principles that he employed in achieving success, you will find answers to your own struggles and self-imposed miseries. He is truly an inspiration. In his company I always feel—as I know you will too after reading his book—that my success and my future are secure.


A note from the author
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I’m a person who will find meaning, positivity and hope in any situation, however grave it may be. I am an optimist and a die-hard one at that. No matter how tough the situation, I know that there is a way out and that I can find it. While everyone may see the end of the world, I can see the start of a brand-new era. But, I must also mention that it’s easier said than done. The true test of your optimism and strength comes when you stand in a position where everything you have worked for threatens to come to an end while you are still halfway to your life’s goals.

It takes a lifetime of unwavering dedication and unbelievable hard work to build a legacy like Pullela Gopichand’s. It takes one single instant to change everything. One minute you are in peak form, playing a winning game at the Pune National Games and the next minute you are preparing for surgery, rebuilding your body and your future.

To a sportsperson, injury is a way of life. Those who fear pain do not qualify to be sportspersons. Every athlete is prone to sustain potentially career-ending injuries. But, it’s not that actual moment of injury that I am talking about. It is the moment after the injury when you are brought down by a force beyond your control, bringing your hard work, your preparation and your dreams to their knees. It is at that moment when your instinctive reaction determines everything else that is about to happen. That is the moment I am interested in deciphering through the work and philosophy of Pullela Gopichand.

It was 25th January 1995, at the Pune National Games. Playing doubles, Gopichand and his partner, Vijay Raghavan, were at the third and final game. If they won this game, they would win the match and enter the finals. That was the plan. That was the intention. That was what their countless hours of practice were aimed at—victory. Gopi jumped for the overhead smash. The shuttle came shooting back from the opponent, in the left court. Since Gopi was near the net, he leaped out to get the shot. Running backwards, he did not see Vijay who was also going for the same shot and they collided. Gopi fell first and Vijay fell on top of his left knee, crushing it.

The audience saw the fall, but neither them nor Gopi knew the extent of the injury in that moment. The body has a strange reaction to trauma. It goes numb. It tries to block the impact of the damage in that instant. It is only moments and sometimes minutes later that the excruciating pain and unconsciousness seeps in.

Seconds after the fall, still not feeling the brunt of the damage, it was up to Gopi to decide his next move. He saw that his leg was twisted at an awkward angle. He tried to get up twice and fell down.

What now?

The duo was leading the game; they just had this last game to go, to get to the finals. Gopi had the singles finals lined up for the evening. It was the best badminton he had ever played. He got up despite the setting pain and decided to finish the match to victory. Commanding his leg for compliance, Gopi strategised to stay around the net and give support to Vijay, so they could win the match.

From the fall to getting up, there was no time to think or formulate a new plan. There was no time to wait for instructions or hesitate. There was the instinctive focus fueled by the drive to win the game, to stay strong and to keep going. Quitting did not come up as an option to Gopi. Even with a devastating injury, he played one point.

But when the shuttle came near the net and Gopi put his weight on that broken knee to go forward to pick it up, he crashed down for the last time. This time Gopi heard a terrifying noise of something breaking. It was the sound of a cartilage snapping. He said he felt as if his knee and his ankle had detached from his body.

Should he have quit after the first fall? Could he have saved himself from a devastating injury? That decision is intuitive. When you have only a few seconds to make a decision that will affect the rest of your career, at that time, your passion, your drive, your goals and your purpose come first in line for consideration. At that moment, the game needed to be won and the knee was made to comply to get there. And so, Gopi had played on.

Was this decision outside his normal way of thinking? No. Disregard for safety, instructions and compliance was in his nature since he was a child. When asked to do ten hundred-metre sprints on the field, Gopi would run the fastest in the first few sprints and then trudge painstakingly to complete the last one, in total contradiction to the coach’s instructions. Gopi was not one to conserve energy. He would start with his best shot in practice and in the game, something he maintained throughout his career.

This book is not a book about compliance. It is a book about breaking the rules and playing your own game. You leave behind the mindset of playing safe, waiting to be instructed and giving up when the going gets tough. When it’s time to get into action, you jump into action without hesitation. You don’t think, you don’t discuss, you don’t stall—you act instinctively because you know your game. You don’t stop at anything; you do what needs to be done, until you get to the finish line.

A champion is a person who is willing to go all out, betting on his past, his present and his future to deliver what he has decided he will. A champion is a person who will take that 1% chance that he will not lose, that his body will comply and he will hustle his way to his goal. A champion is someone who will not back off until he truly is set back and rendered incapable. He will use the last 0.001% of determination to put his mind above matter and give his best shot to make things work.

Everyone has falls and failures. Failures hold in them the power for your comeback. Literally, your comeback is rooted in the process of your last failure. If you are the kind who quits at the slightest fall, if you are the kind who is defined by caution, if you are the kind who refrains from taking risks, your failures will not have enough power to drive you back to action.

Gopi went into extensive surgery for his knee. According to Dr Ashok Rajgopal, Gopi’s condition was severe—an acute anterior cruciate ligament tear with a meniscal tear and a haemarthosis. The badminton committee was convinced that this injury would bring an end to Gopi’s career.

While he retrained his body to walk and rehabilitated himself back from the basics to the finer nuances of the game, other players had gone ahead of him. The harsh truth—no one was waiting for Gopi’s comeback. The stakeholders of the game were skeptical and sometimes even malicious in their discouragement. He would often hear snide comments calling him ‘langda’ (lame) and a ‘has-been’ from the very people who had once rooted for him. Their interests had diverted toward other promising players. But Gopi continued on his journey of healing and rehabilitation regardless. It took Gopi nine months to get back to the game.

From my first meeting with Pullela Gopichand, I could completely relate with his mental toughness and unwavering focus. I could identify with his drive to never give up, never say ‘enough’, never stop till the result is in hand. His mind is that of a champion who refuses to be satisfied with just trying or merely giving the game his best. If you have ever watched him play, you will agree that he doesn’t just play badminton; he defines the game. If anyone wants to be a champion in their fields of endeavour, they have to make that kind of commitment to their craft.

This book is about precision and detail in your field of work and never settling for anything less than perfection. Through Gopichand’s life story and philosophy, you will be inspired not to allow for hesitation, doubt or failure. It is about accepting the loneliness of chasing goals that most will consider impossible. While this is mapping the journey of a star sportsman, you will recognise that it is the mindset that allowed him to dominate his game, not just his physical skills. What Gopi did while playing badminton, you can do in your life if you are determined, dedicated and relentlessly tough in mind, body and spirit.

Gopi won the All England Men’s Singles Championship in 2001, winning him the title of World Champion, the highest glory in badminton. However, winning this title alone did not define Gopi as a champion. One great match, one great series doesn’t make you a champion. It’s never about that one title or one championship or one victory. You are supposed to do well and you are expected to win. That is your responsibility. But it’s the ability to repeat that result over and over, tournament after tournament, never satisfied, never letting up, that truly makes someone a champion. You journey through the physical challenges and injuries that would put others on an early retirement so you can feel the pleasure of victory one more time—that is what defines the mindset of a champion. That is a champion’s journey worth taking.

Through the chapters I want you to understand that physical gifts and superlative talent had very little to do with ultimately making Gopi a world champion and now a world-class coach. It was not just about physical strength, skill or talent. It was the fact that he took the power from winning one game and used it to drive him further in the next one. It was about taking the lessons learnt from losing one game and using it to win the next one. It was about the grit to come back a better player after every single game. Having a deep restlessness to perform better, to improve each time. Preparing to do more. And when turned coach; to translate that grit and drive and relentless passion to win onto his players. It takes honesty, personal involvement, an attitude of service and a deep desire for continued victory to make players better than yourself.

Know this well: champions cannot be invented by the media or hype. They are self-made and their success is self-earned. Money is not their drive to excellence. The desire to be better, stronger, faster is what brings them to that position of victory. To be the best—whether in sports or in life—and getting to the top is not the ultimate goal; staying there and climbing higher is.

Where does that drive and attitude come from? What frame of mind does it take to disregard limitations? What standards of excellence define a champion mindset? What is the anatomy of a man who delivered his dreams and then dedicated his life to delivering the dreams of others? These are what this book looks at, at its core.

With numerous hours spent in conversation with Gopi and then more hours spent in deep introspection and analysis, I am giving you an insight into the mentality and guts of a champion who found unparalleled success in his game while he played, and now continues to find it as a coach. Gopi is doing it in the world of badminton; you can do it in your world.

Can anyone be a champion? Do you have to be born as one, or have special endowments, or can you learn it? Well, you don’t have to play badminton like Gopi to have his mindset and mental toughness. You don’t need athletic skills such as his, or overcome injuries and impossible odds to achieve your dreams. You just need to share his unstoppable drive for the end result, whether it is a personal goal or the dream of another. And let nothing stand in the way of achieving it.

Join in the journey—the making of another you.


1

The All England Victory
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The Birmingham stadium was packed with fans screaming for a game worth the 2001 All England Championship. The finals had a surprising match. For the first time in 20 years, an Indian player had dared to make it to the finals of the men’s singles. The world was stunned. An arena where only the best badminton players in the world step in, Pullela Gopichand was going to give the world a game to talk about—long after it was won.

The Chinese were confident. Chen Hong was a big name, then World No. 3 and the clear favourite for the title. Like all other Chinese shuttlers, he was aggressive. He would hit hard, play fast and could continue that pace for a long time. He was in great form. Gopi had not won any major international title in his career. Chen Hong wanted to exploit this weakness. He thought, perhaps Gopi would be a little unnerved at this huge stage, entering the All England Finals.

Gopi was tired. He had just won the semi-finals. Peter Gade, a top-ranked and one of the most successful players in the history of badminton, had lost the semifinals to Gopi. This feat itself was a historic victory for India. But the match had taken its toll, bringing Gopi to the extreme end of exhaustion. His body hurt. The icing had helped. He had not slept well; the pain was severe and served as a distraction. He was sore and had stayed up most evening, reading and listening to music, clearing his mind. Complete focus, in the zone, he had not spoken to his parents in a week and was not taking any calls. He had shut down the rest of the world; the only thing that existed for him was the final match.

The Chinese camp was happy that Gopi and not Peter Gade was playing Chen Hong. With Peter Gade out of the finals, Chen Hong would prevail, they were undoubtedly confident.

Gopi met Roslin Hashim in the hotel lobby on his way to the room the night before the match. Hashim, a top-seed Malaysian player who ranked No. 1 in the world, had played and lost to Chen Hong. Hashim told Gopi that Chen Hong was really stretched and that he must be stiff and dehydrated with the last match they played. Gopi went back and watched the video of the match Chen Hong played against Hashim. He could estimate that Chen Hong would not be in top form for the next match. But Gopi was equally fatigued. And so, the game would not be one of physical strength, it would be one of mental strategy. His plan was made. He did not discuss the match with anyone. A recluse, he kept to himself. He knew instinctively what strategy was needed to play against Chen Hong in his game. He needed no discussions or approvals. He knew.

Always a thinking player, Gopi was confident in his abilities to understand the opponents, their style of play, their physical strength and mentality. He did not ask for any advice. The 27-year-old Indian ace was calm. Before a match, you would see him deep breathing, shutting out all the noise and negativity. He would meditate and free his mind of fear, distraction and lies. He would lead himself into that zone of calm and resourcefulness where you know you can achieve whatever you want in whatever you do. Once on court, however, he was aggressive. He was a fighter, the fiercest lion an opponent could have asked for.

The All England 2001 was being watched by millions across the world. This match would decide whether Gopi would walk in the league of sports legends or just fade away into oblivion. Whether he would be remembered as just one of the great Indian athletes, or as an iconic, legendary superstar, stood just one match away.

In those moments before the final match, what did the player heading for the world arena do?

Gopi knows this well—the body is never fully prepared for the match. Every hour of practice and every match tires you. Even though you show up the next day after a full night’s rest, your body has never fully recovered from the fatigue. So, the mind is what needs to be in your complete control. If you are aiming to be the best at what you do, you cannot worry about losing or the what-ifs. You take all emotion out of your game and direct your focus on your ability to remain calm and centred mentally while bringing your physical aggression to the peak. You prepare yourself to do whatever it takes to get there. At this level of play, it is better for a player to have his own strategy than the coach trying to direct his game with his inputs. At this critical point, your strategy is to make your opponent play your game. You are not going to play their game. You know you are not competing against the other player. Your opponent is going to have to compete with you.

Gopi showed no anxiety. The physical pain that he was going through stayed with him. No one could tell.

Both players were on their last match. It meant that their bodies had taken a severe beating in practice and in the matches they had played to get to the finals. While they both were in great form, in the last lap of the tournament, both of them were equally beat.

The world believed that Chen Hong would win the match. But not Gopi. It was clear from his body language. He had not come so far to just be a participant. He had come there to win.

The final countdown was about to begin in the packed stadium of Birmingham for the All England men’s singles finals in 2001. Would Gopi bag the title?

The calm and composed Gopi was getting ready for the game, his mind alive with clarity. He had to win this match. He had to deliver the dream to his family who had made countless sacrifices in service to his purpose from the day he held the racket. He had to honour the belief of Dr Ashok Rajgopal who had done his knee surgery for free, with the promise of the All England victory as his exchange. He owed this final victory to his coaches and to the countless supporters who helped him reach where he was standing today. His purpose, larger than a personal victory, was fueled by his passion for the game.

Magic was waiting to unfold.

Gopi stepped onto the court, ready for battle. Like Arjuna in Mahabharata, his eyes were trained on only one thing—Chen Hong. Everything else in the background faded away. Nothing else mattered in that moment. This was his chance to deliver a full and final answer to all those who had doubted him, ridiculed him and called him names.

Chen Hong was a tough, top-ranking player, feared in the international badminton circuit. But on that day, he was tired from his last game, as was Gopi. No matter how much you study your competitor’s past achievements and failures, it is of utmost importance to be aware of their present condition—their strengths and weaknesses in the now—to be able to devise a correct and workable plan of action. Gopi’s strategy was in light of all these facts put together. He knew that as the game would progress, Chen would get tired and have ‘heavy feet’. So, his plan was to keep up the pace and to keep the rallies going from the start to push Chen Hong as much as possible. When you make the rules, your body works in compliance. It is following someone else’s strategy that confuses you, your body not having had the chance to adjust to the decisions that have been made for it to follow.

The game starts. As planned, Gopi kept Chen Hong on his toes. He used a lot of deception in the game, taking Chen Hong by surprise with his strokes. Deception can kill a player’s spirit. It is difficult to get back into a rally after being wrong-footed. Gopi was playing the game at a brutal pace. Long rallies, net dribbles and smashes, Gopi knew Chen would tire soon, but he was nearing weariness too. His body was in equally bad shape but his mind was strong. He had to wear out his opponent faster than his opponent could wear him out. As the score inched to even out with both players, Gopi knew that he had to finish the game without letting Chen reach 13 points. The Chinese team was cheering their lungs out. Whoever won this first round had an automatic advantage in the second. The score was 9–11.

Gopi had to do something totally unexpected if he was going to finish this in victory.

You know that your knowledge, practice and mental stability are solid and sufficient when you can stand in the middle of a high-pressure zone and tell yourself calmly, ‘I own this.’ If you have walked into the game with that confidence, you will leave with results. You have to bring yourself to a position where you have the guts and the vision to steer everything to your advantage. The opponent may be a world champion and you may not know what he is going to do, but you know with full certainty that you have the ability to handle anything without discussion or analysis. You just know. To get to this position of knowledge and certainty, is the making of a champion.

By then, Chen Hong had deciphered Gopi’s strategy and was perhaps ready in anticipation. It was exactly then that Gopi turned the tables. While previously he was going all out, top speed, he now suddenly slowed down the pace, taking Chen Hong by surprise again. He went into some high, deep tosses to force him to play from the very far end of the baseline and then forced him to move forward towards the net with sharp drop shots. Chen Hong fell into the trap neatly and was not able to last out the rallies. Gopi scored five points in a row and won the first game. His body was hurting, but the adrenaline rush from the victory helped numb the pain. He knew exactly what he needed to do in the next game.

The Chinese camp was silent. Chen Hong was dejected and unnerved. He would do whatever he needed to do to make his comeback in the second game. And fighting back he came.

The match is an arena which holds the true test of your mental and physical preparation. Fitness and talent alone do not take you to victory. Being mindful, not breaking down, holding your certainty and keeping a strong hold on your instinct is what counts in a game where two champions meet. Both have their strengths to have reached where they did. So, what tilts the cup of victory towards one? It’s mind over matter.

Chen Hong misjudged a few serves in the beginning giving Gopi a head start in the second game, but soon caught on to even the score out at 5–5. Gopi could sense that he was getting a little sluggish and tired. Chen Hong was catching the shuttle late on the net and was losing focus. Gopi knew his opponent would crack soon. His smashes were finding their mark and he was off on a 10–5 lead with good and controlled net play. Gopi was able to read and predict Chen Hong’s game because he was controlling it. He could predict the flicks, block them, get his return on the net from a dribble and then finish off with jump smashes.

Chen Hong’s body language was now negative. He knew that nothing was working for him as the game moved to 13–6. The game was in Gopi’s hands to finish.

The mind gives up first and the body follows that trail. In sports and in life, when you lose hope, when you get frustrated, when your mind takes off on a negative trail of its own, you are setting yourself up for some predictable defeat. If that is what the mind does, then the mind can also take you to victory, no matter how severe or challenging the circumstances may be. A player has to first lose control of his mind to start losing his game.

Overconfidence is a killer. Gopi believes that it is precisely at the point you know you are unbeatable, that you slack. You must never underestimate your competition. If he is standing against you, he is a lot like you, relentless and hungry for victory. Just as the title will change your life, it will change his life too. He is still in the game, he is smart and he desires a comeback as strongly as you desire his defeat. He may give the impression that he is beat and it may just be an illusion, a part of his strategy for deception. You have to know yourself and your opponent. Not for one moment can you take any perception for granted, no matter how much the game may be leaning in your favour. A true champion knows that it is never over till the game is over. As long as the game is on, anything is possible.

This was would be the defining moment of Gopi’s life. He was at the brink of achieving a great victory. From here on, every point counted. Gopi served. He anticipated Chen Hong’s return, a flick on his forehand side. He was right. He saw his return, anticipated the speed of the shuttle and blocked it. The whole world watched that historic stroke, as the shuttle caught the tape and rolled over, leaving Chen Hong standing helpless and Gopi to leap toward the sky. He had won.

Both players were in the peak of physical exhaustion, on the verge of collapse. One had won; the other had lost. Was it the body that had led the game to its verdict? It was the mind. The truth is that you control your body; your body does not control you. If you can shut out the fear, the discouraging voices, the negative emotions and the physical stress, you can focus on the vision and can find in you the grit to do what needs to be done. You invest yourself, mind, body and soul in what you started, pushing yourself every minute, with every stroke, taking yourself and your game beyond where you have ever been. Physical dominance can make you great, but it is mental clarity and calm that ultimately makes you a world champion.

At first there was pin drop silence. The silence spelled disbelief. But as Gopi raised his arms to thank the Almighty, the silence broke into the loudest cheer Birmingham would ever have heard. The applause rocked the stadium, marking the emergence of a new world champion. The crowd was roaring. The Indian squad was hoarse with the cheering. The Chinese bench was very quiet.

Pullela Gopichand was the second Indian to have won the All England title on 10th March 2001, 21 years after Prakash Padukone had won it in 1980. It took over two decades for an Indian player to have shattered the myth of Chinese supremacy and Indonesian dominance.

The first thing that Gopi did as he got off court was call his mother. The phone line was busy for a very long time. When he did get to speak to her, he told her, ‘Call Dr Rajgopal and thank him for all his help.’ He owed many believers that victory. He had paid the debt of the countless sacrifices made by his entire family of carrying him through the most difficult times to where he stood today. He had made his coaches proud, given them the full and final result of all the hard work they had put in shaping him as a player. He had overcome amazing odds to have his name written in golden letters amongst the world’s legendary champions.

With the acceptance of the cup of victory, it was all over.

Back home, Gopi got the biggest welcome an athlete could get. He was applauded by the who’s who in the country, got calls and letters of appreciation from the Indian High Commissioner’s Office, to then Prime Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, to many other dignitaries and officials. Gopi made headlines all over the country. In a country of over a billion people, the world leaders can be counted on the fingers of our hands. Gopi was now one of them. The youth of India had someone to look up to. Gopi, with his mindfulness and focused aggression in the game, had proven that Indians if they put their minds to it, they could have the killer instinct needed to reach the summit of cut-throat competition of international sports.

What now?

Gopi landed in Hyderabad late in the night. He knew the pressure and expectations would be higher than before. He did not want to disappoint his stakeholders or his fans. This was not a fluke victory—this was earned and deserved. While he loved the feeling of becoming an All England Champion, he did not dwell on it. The adrenaline rush was over. He now had more work to do. Next morning, he went for his routine jog and landed up on court for practice.

Gopi believes that you will never have a more powerful training tool than your mind. Mental strength is greater than physical strength. It is the intangible, that which cannot be measured, that is the true measure of an individual, a champion. You can measure body weight, height, muscle mass, endurance, speed, agility, physical strength, stamina…you have tools that will give you a precise count on those things. But you cannot measure passion, commitment, persistence, intuition or the instinctive power of the muscles controlled by split second decisions your heart and your mind make. That’s where a champion steers his focus, to shape his mind, to win over his limitations and mental blocks, to clear and rid it of fears and distractions. The body obediently follows. That’s where his true work begins. That is the mindset of a champion.
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GOPI

After my All England victory, I was flown to Delhi for the felicitation. We were staying at a guesthouse and I spent all day in media interviews. While I sat giving one interview after another, in my mind I was only worried that I was spending too much time off court and not getting to play because of all of the publicity. So, the next morning I woke up earlier than usual and went for training, just in case my day went for a toss again.

Publicity, media, fame, recognition—all of this is a result of disciplined practice. Practice can never become secondary. The day you make recognition the primary agenda, it will backfire so strong, you may never recover from it.

Winning the All England gave me a lot of comfort and settled me in a lot of ways. There was a certain amount of happiness in it. It brought me contentment and fulfillment. It was like a dream come true.

In other professions, you can live your whole life achieving and dreaming and aiming higher. But the career of a sportsperson is limited by age and time. And you will be recognised by what you achieve in that limited span of time. One can start a business and become extremely successful later in his life, but one cannot be an All England Champion later in life. A 60-year-old film director could never have had a hit in his life and then at the age of 70 could win an Oscar. But as a sportsperson you don’t have a chance beyond your late-30s and you most definitely do not have that chance at 70 years of age. And so, you have to do what you can do now. Winning the All England was a closure for me. I had made my mark.

I have never celebrated a victory as people in general celebrate their successes. There is generally a dinner with family and close friends and then back to work. A sportsperson’s victory means different things to different people. To those who celebrate with you, they are celebrating the outcome of the final match. But only you know what it took for you to get yourself to that match. There is an inherent loneliness in chasing the goals which others believed were impossible. To put in hard work beyond your own imagination, to battle daily against doubt and fear and keep pushing the limits where others have already given up, that is the route that brings a player into a game such as the All England. How do you celebrate that journey? That dinner will perhaps be in direct violation to your diet and training. That time spent in the party is time away from practice. If you add to it the media hype, it builds up tremendous pressure and a major distraction from the very process that got you there.

So, what after this? I had touched the pinnacle of success and was at the peak of my career. It is a tough position to claim and a tough one to retain. People like to root for the underdog. When you have a champion in the arena, people want to see the newcomer win. They want to be entertained with a good game where the champion takes a beating, making way for a new one. You would think that because you are on a winning streak people are cheering for you. Often, the reverse is true. They want to see you lose. They have seen you win enough and want to see another player outdo you on court.

My winning the All England made bigger news than it would have if Chen Hong had won. He was expected to win. My victory made the game special for the audience and sensational news for the media, the world over.

Whether you win or you lose, sport teaches you the transience of both, and non-attachment to either. It’s a spiritual indulgence, it’s a life lesson, it’s a route to happiness. Sport, any sport, takes you there, guaranteed.
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Your Serve

• While you may be facing tough situations and challenges in your field of expertise or life in general, know that others are probably in the same boat too. They may not show it. Like you are putting up a brave front, they may also be masking their suffering.

• Don’t be intimated by others because you feel let down and low. If you could see the playback of their day, you would have equal empathy for them, as you would have for yourself.

• Strive and demand better performance from yourself despite the challenges that may pose as obstacles for you, personally and professionally. In your example of relentless pursuit of excellence, you will inspire many others.

• Overcome the continual urge to seek approval and advise. If you continue to make consistent efforts to study, practice and gain more knowledge in your field, you will sharpen your intuition and instincts, which will serve as your unfailing guiding force.

• Maintain a space of calm before you get started with your game and your day. Those few minutes of solitude and peace will propel you further ahead in your dealings with people and work than you can ever imagine.

• Aggression without preparation and honesty is an unwelcome outburst, in badminton and in life.

• No matter who you are and what you do, you are being watched. Your actions are noted as examples. Play a game worthy of setting a good one.

• You will never find yourself fully prepared. There will always be a weak point that you will carry with you to court, your office and your home. There will always be challenges that will crop up to surprise you. But if your mind is in your control and in peak state, no weakness or challenge can waver you from your purpose.

• Participating, showing up for the job is not enough—winning is.

• Your body language tells the truth about your state of mind.

• Success is the only right and final answer to the naysayers.

• While you may find yourself being swayed by what people have done in the past, be aware of what they are doing in the present. You need that understanding to have clarity about your judgment.

• When predictability sets into your daily routine, you have set the countdown on your eventual defeat.

• If you can maintain your calm in a high-pressure zone, you are in the zone where champions perform miraculous feats.

• Success, true success is pure energy. The more you win, the more alive you become.

• Skill and talent alone don’t take you to victory. Being mindful, not breaking down, holding your certainty and keeping a strong hold on your instincts will take you further beyond your dreams.

• The mind gives up first, the body follows that trail. A person has to first lose control over his mind to start losing his game.

• If you can shut out the fear, the discouraging voices, the negative emotion and the physical stress, you can focus on the vision and can find in yourself the grit to do what needs to be done.

Your Solitude, Your Truth:

• Have you ever been in a position so severe and challenging that despite being in a position of disadvantage, you pushed through and aced your game? Remind yourself of that story of victory, let your past serve to inspire you.
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Earn Your Passion
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You have to love what you do. Your daily work may not always be to your liking—ask any athlete and he will tell you of his toils and tribulations in the gym and in practice, but you have to love and crave the end result that your work will bring. Until the work is done, until the trophy is delivered you are a fighter, you are like a guided missile that will stop at nothing until it hits its target.

If you expect others to support you, putting their priorities on hold to join your mission, well, know that it has to be earned. You cannot demand that other people support you. You can only earn it.

Gopi loved sports ever since he was a child. Once he would come back home from school, he would drop his bags and go out to play. The only time he would return home was when he was hungry or when he was hurt. His mother, Subbravamma, would have to drag him back home in the evening so he could eat and go to sleep.

Gopi loved sports. Not like every other child does. Gopi was different. He would play any sport. For him, playing a game was all that mattered. From cricket, to gilli danda (a game played with a stick and a stone), to pithu (a game of seven stones), to football, you would find him in every game. Hand-eye coordination, reflex actions, control over his body, speed, endurance, it all came natural to him.

Gopi’s father noticed that he was competitive. He was not playing to spend the day away from home and studies, he was playing to win. His son wasn’t whiling his time away; he was playing like a professional does—a calculative game. He hated losing. He had great stamina and could play long hours despite constant injuries. He observed that Gopi would come home and strategise and plan his next game. When he played, he was intense and driven.

Gopi’s elder brother, Raja Shekhar, turned out to be his game advantage. Gopi would land up playing with boys who were eight to nine years elder to him. They were physically stronger, putting Gopi on the losing end. He would have to fight for his turn. He would lose more than he would win. Playing against Gopi was an easy win for the other boys. It didn’t make their game better. But for Gopi it was an advantage. He made extra efforts and strategies to get better. Even if he went out and lost another game, he improved from the last time he played. To win was a daily struggle and daily he got better.

Gopi wanted to play. Period. His aim was to get better at the game, any game, and to own it. He demanded more from himself than anyone could ever demand from him. He knew he could do more; he wanted to do more. There was no incentive or gain or prize as the driving vision in him. It was a competitor’s instinct to win, because he believes he can. In his drive to win, you could see his work ethic toward improving his game. You could see his uncompromising focus, always trying to find that extra edge he can have over his competitors in the next game. This, at the age of seven or eight is the making of a champion.

Passion is overrated. Everybody talks about passion. People look at their heroes, they see them at the top of their game, winning, and they see passion. What they do not see is the pain and pressure and hardship that went into winning that title. The crude process that keeps them going despite temptations and invitations to quit—that is passion. The force that gets them to get back into the game despite career-threatening and life-threatening setbacks—that is passion.

People see talent and mistake it for passion. Everyone has some degree of talent, even the ones who think they don’t. They just haven’t been honest with themselves yet. But talent alone does not lead to success. There are far greater singers and dancers and athletes than the ones you idolise. They just haven’t had enough grit to get into the game yet. Those who rise to the pedestals of champions don’t sit on their talents. They take full responsibility of doing what needs to be done to give their talent their best. They practice beyond practice hours. They arrive early to the drills before the drills begin. Their top three decisions and choices are governed by the principles of what is good for the game. Their routine, their life, has only the sport as its top priority and nothing else. You cannot waste their time—you don’t have the permission of intrusion. You cannot distract them—they do not know of your existence. They are focused. They are driven. They become unmatched geniuses at what they do. They don’t just do their job, or play a game, or sing a song—they re-invent it.

Once their eyes are set on their goal, they stop at nothing to get there. They will find out what needs to be done, the areas they need to improve on, the person they must become as they get into action. These are those special ones who do not stop to tell you what they have in mind and what they plan to do. They do not come to you for discussions. The only way you can find out what is going on in their minds is when their game is over, or their book is finished or their job is complete. And by the time you stand in awe and bewilderment of what they have achieved, they have already moved on to their next game, their next book and their next job. The hustle is not all that pretty, but the result of that hustle is a pure masterpiece. Such are champions. You can’t miss them. You can’t ignore them. They stand out, in every game they play and in every job they do.

You know a champion when he does not settle for less, when he does not settle for easy. He likes a tough game. He likes to be challenged. He does not like to play where he sees an easy win. He wants to take himself higher with each game. He seeks out the toughest competitor and then seeks to beat him by bringing himself to his competitor’s level first and then going beyond it. They want more from themselves when they lose and they want more when they win. They are never satisfied, because they know there is more to achieve. When the world announces them as the best, they are already working on getting better, even if the next level doesn’t exist yet.

Gopi’s father, Subhash, had taken notice. His son stood out from the crowd. He had endurance for pain. He was not afraid to get hurt. He would run out and dive toward the ball not letting it hit the ground, while he himself crashed headlong into a painful fall. He would play every game as if it was the most important game of his life; his body totally in tune with the playing gear.
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