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For Sharmistha—we have shared the dressing room for two decades!




PROLOGUE
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Not Just a Sport


20 March 2017. The last and final day of the Ranchi Test match between India and Australia, with the series tied at 1–1. Australia is overnight 23 for 2 and still trailing by 129 runs after a monumental effort by Cheteshwar Pujara and Wriddhiman Saha had given India a 152-run lead in the first innings. The ball is turning and spinning off the rough and most people following the match feel that with R. Ashwin and Ravindra Jadeja bowling brilliantly, India can take a series defining 2–1 lead, with only the fourth and final Test at Dharamshala remaining. Unlike what the norm is these days with regard to Test matches, there is serious interest in this one—and the series in general—owing to the fierce competitiveness exhibited by both teams through the high-octane cricket the series has produced so far. Australia’s captain Steven Smith’s ‘brain fade’ and his Indian counterpart Virat Kohli’s veiled attack that called his opposite number a cheat (without ever using the word, though) added to the excitement, with the Australian papers going to the extent of calling Kohli the ‘Donald Trump of cricket’.




It was just how an India–Australia series should be. Intense, passionate and, at times, over the top.


At about 8 a.m. in the morning, I noticed a couple of missed calls from a very senior official of the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), the governing body of the game in the country. I had put in a formal request to interview one or two of the players at the end of the series and assumed he was calling in that regard. The official in question had conducted the affairs of the BCCI with efficiency since the Supreme Court had appointed a Committee of Administrators (CoA) to oversee the BCCI’s functioning on 30 January 2017 and, contrary to peoples’ expectations, there had been very few hiccups in the running of the sport. When I returned the call, he picked up after one ring, stating: ‘We have sent a detailed note to the ICC [International Cricket Council], which is now in the public domain. Do take a look. It lists our objections to the proposed financial redistribution plan and spells out why we are opposed to it. It will also show you that we are committed to protecting the BCCI’s interests at any cost, contrary to what is being said by some in the media.’


Under normal circumstances, it would have been absolutely fine for him to tell me what he did. He knew I had an interest in the subject. He was doing his job and was committed to upholding Indian interests at the ICC, the global governing body of the game. However, with the India–Australia Test match poised for a very interesting finish, I expected him to, at the very least, mention the match, or refer to it in some form. But he did not. And, to be honest, it wasn’t surprising.


The Test match, suffice to say, wasn’t his priority. Yes, India was playing Australia in one of the most high-profile Test series of our times but the BCCI was pre-occupied with other, what they called, ‘pressing concerns’.


They were concerned about votes, threats to other boards, obtaining a few hundred million dollars more at the ICC and holding on to power.


To write an accurate historical account of Indian cricket one needs to first understand that it is not simply a history of what is happening on the field. That is only a part of it. What is played off the field is equally important and fascinating. These two stories, which run concurrently on and off the field, make Indian cricket what it is. Unless one is able to comprehend and make sense of both these strands, running parallel to each other, one wouldn’t be able to fathom why the BCCI official did not refer to the India–Australia Test in the course of that conversation.
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It is important to take readers a little further back to elucidate upon this point. Jagmohan Dalmiya, the then BCCI president and arguably one of India’s best sports administrators of all time, had just passed away in Kolkata after a sudden deterioration in his condition on 20 September 2015. It had come as a shock to everyone, and people had started flocking to the B.M. Birla Heart Research Center in Alipore to pay their last respects. Former India captain Sourav Ganguly, a very close friend of the family, was one of the first to arrive at the hospital and was playing a key role in overseeing how events leading up to performing of the last rites should move from thereon. That’s when a fairly well-known figure in the Indian cricketing circles came up to him and said, ‘You need to take over the reins of the Cricket Association of Bengal [CAB] now if you are keen. This is your best chance.’ Ganguly’s face contorted with disgust the moment the statement was made. He chose not to respond and when we made eye contact a few seconds later, I realized he was upset and frustrated. That it was still bothering him was evident when he later said to me, ‘Mr Dalmiya’s body is still here. It is not even one hour since the tragedy and look what people are saying! It is just unfortunate.’


It was, indeed but, as Ganguly knew well, it was typical of the Indian cricketing world.


Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. 


The next morning, Mr Dalmiya’s body was kept at his Alipore home until about midday for people to come and pay their respects. Almost everyone from the BCCI turned up. Anurag Thakur, the then BCCI secretary, was one of the first officials to visit and he conducted himself with the utmost dignity and integrity. Avishek Dalmiya, Mr Dalmiya’s son and now the secretary of the CAB, came up to me in the course of the morning and mentioned that a number of senior BCCI office-bearers were on their way to pay their respects. Each of them was coming to Eden Gardens, Mr Dalmiya’s second home, from where the family would then proceed to the cremation grounds. A huge crowd had gathered at Eden Gardens and it was heartening to see the chief minister of West Bengal, Ms Mamata Banerjee, accord Mr Dalmiya a 21-gun salute for his services to Indian sport. It was a fitting tribute for all he had done for cricket in this country. Moments before the national anthem was played, the entire BCCI top brass had reached Eden Gardens and, having performed the last courtesy, retreated to the home team’s dressing room at the ground level of the club house. The conversation there, in the presence of one of the CAB joint secretaries, was all about who will succeed Mr Dalmiya and how it was important to stop N. Srinivasan from trying to make a comeback.


Outside, the gun salute was being offered to the just-departed BCCI president while inside his colleagues were busy plotting their next move to replace him. Again, it wasn’t surprising to witness these contrasting scenes, for that’s how Indian cricket has been governed for years. The Board has evolved into an INR 20,000-crore behemoth and thanks to the super-lucrative Indian Premier League (IPL), the control of Indian cricket has become one of the most coveted professions in the country.


However, this is not to say that the two strands I mentioned earlier, which run parallel, do not feed off each other or come to a head on occasion. Indeed, they do. All the time. On 6 January 2017, only days after the Supreme Court verdict had changed the face of the BCCI, ousting the president and the secretary and disqualifying many others, the Indian team for the one-day international (ODI) and T20I series against England was due to be selected. With M.S. Dhoni stepping down from captaincy, the selectors also needed to formally appoint Virat Kohli as captain across all three formats of the game. Given that this series against England was to be the last ODI assignment before the ICC Champions Trophy in June, it had assumed far more significance than any run-of-the-mill bilateral ODI contest. Selections were scheduled to be convened at around 1 p.m. at the Cricket Centre in Mumbai. Just minutes before the process was about to start, news trickled in that the meeting had been delayed. For the first few minutes it wasn’t clear what was causing the delay. Only later did it become known that the Board’s joint secretary, Amitabh Chaudhury, who, at that point, was understood to have been ousted by the Supreme Court verdict, had called Rahul Johri, the CEO, stating that he was the convenor of the meeting in the absence of Ajay Shirke, the secretary (who had also been ousted). It was also mentioned he would only reach Mumbai that evening to convene the selection committee. Why Chaudhury did what he did is not known. Even if he wanted to convene the meeting, logic states he should have been in Mumbai. He was very much in the know that the selection meeting had been scheduled on that day and there could be nothing more important for the Board’s office-bearers than selecting the national team.


On receiving his call, Johri, who had been asked by the Supreme Court-appointed Lodha Committee to convene and preside over the meeting, contacted the secretary of the Lodha Committee, advocate Gopal Sankaranarayanan, for advice. Even though Chaudhury was disqualified to preside over the meeting, only upon being told by Sankaranarayanan that he could proceed with the meeting did it go on. While this entire drama was being played out, the selectors, led by M.S.K. Prasad, were waiting in a room on the third floor of the Cricket Centre awaiting clarity. In all, they had to wait for a little under three hours before they could finally select the team. Two of the selectors, while not wanting their names to be revealed, confirmed that they had received calls from a few BCCI office-bearers threatening them not to go ahead with the meeting. Eventually, the meeting, which was to start at 1 p.m., started at 3 p.m. and the formal announcement of Kohli being appointed as captain of the ODI team happened at 4 p.m.


There were, however, other aspects to the drama. Just around the time that the selection committee meeting was about to start, the BCCI received a notification from the Tamil Nadu Cricket Association stating they were unable to offer grounds for the India– England U-19 series that was to be held in February 2017. The timing of this communication is of significance. Whether it was deliberately sent at the same time or was simply a matter of coincidence will never be known. But the communication was enough to add to the confusion and throw the administrators off gear.


Even after the meeting was over, a section of the ousted BCCI office-bearers were of the opinion that the team selection had been illegal and wanted to move court for further clarification on the matter. However, good sense ultimately prevailed and the move was scuttled. Else, the Supreme Court would also have had to decide if Kohli should captain Team India!


Despite all the drama off the field, two things have remained constant for a while. One: India’s performance. The team has done well consistently, very well in home conditions, in fact, and has shown signs of being competitive overseas under Kohli’s leadership. India made the semi-finals of the 2015 World Cup with commendable wins over Pakistan and South Africa, and put in impressive performances en route to beating Australia to make the semi-finals of the World T20 at home the following year. In Tests, India finished 2016–17 as the top-ranked team in the world, with series wins over the West Indies, New Zealand, England, Bangladesh and Australia. Thereafter, Kohli led India to the finals of the Champions Trophy in England in June 2017, and an impressive ODI series win in South Africa in February 2018.


Off the field, there seems to be a semblance of order behind all the chaos. At the time of the appointment of the CoA by the Supreme Court on 30 January 2017, the first concern voiced—by the public and the media alike—was how these people, who had little or no experience in administering the game, would run cricket in India. Could a motley bunch of four individuals, among whom only one had a cricketing background, ensure that action continued without a hitch? Was the CoA capable of conducting tournaments like the IPL? Added to these apprehensions was the issue of the CoA failing to protect India’s financial interests at the ICC. With the ICC intending to go ahead with the financial redistribution plan, first mooted in 2016 when Shashank Manohar took over the reins of the world body, this question was foremost in the minds of the former office-bearers ousted by the court, individuals who were out to prove their importance in the running of Indian cricket. Finally, it wasn’t clear amidst all this fluidity if the CoA and the Board’s chief executive officer (CEO) would be able to inspire confidence in marketers to invest in Indian cricket going forward. This concern became acute when industry leaders like Star India declared their intention not to bid for a renewal of the shirt sponsorship rights for the national team, a property that had been with them for the past four years. With key tournaments like the Champions Trophy round the corner, and the on-field performance of the team at its best ever, Star India’s declaration to not participate in the tender was surprising but, as later expressed by its CEO, Uday Shankar, largely driven by the volatility surrounding the game in the country. Clearly, it was a test for the CoA and the professionals holding office in the BCCI to ensure that the most-followed sport in India didn’t run into a protracted state of financial and administrative stalemate.


Defying all concerns, the Board managed to up the shirt sponsorship value by a whopping five times with OPPO Mobiles India, the smartphone manufacturer, stepping in to replace Star. The value, for the record, is four times what Cricket Australia (CA) gets from shirt sponsorship for its national team. The IPL auction was staged without a hitch in Bengaluru and, for the first time in years, the spectacle itself was conducted without any major controversy erupting during or in the immediate days following the close of the tenth edition of the tournament. The ICC–BCCI standoff, too, was eventually settled, with the BCCI managing to get a USD 405 million share from the ICC as per the new financial model—more than double of what the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB), the second-biggest earner, gets from cricket’s apex body. Above all, despite early apprehensions, the Indian team participated in the Champions Trophy without further drama. The moot point is that the BCCI’s operations never came to a standstill.


However, this is not to suggest that the going was always smooth; that has never been the case with Indian cricket. The day India landed in England, under the stewardship of captain Kohli and head coach Anil Kumble, to defend the Champions Trophy title, an announcement seeking a new head coach for team India was made. This came at the back of a story that all was not well between the captain and the coach. Despite emphatic on-field performances, Kohli and Kumble weren’t getting along, and sources within the BCCI suggested there had hardly been any communication between the two of them for months. Kumble, who was initially keen on an extension, was informed by the CoA that they were left with little option but to open a new search and the issues between the captain and the coach needed to be settled before an extension was possible. While much of it (in fact, all of it) was already out in the media, the BCCI acting secretary Amitabh Chaudhary, upon landing in England, dismissed the whole episode as media speculation, even trying to suggest that it was the media that had cooked up the story and was now blowing it out of proportion. Within days of Chaudhary’s denial, Ramachandra Guha, member of the CoA, resigned from his position, citing the treatment meted out to Kumble as one of the reasons. His media statement was a formal ratification of the crisis. Guha, who made some pertinent points in his note, should have been questioned about the timing of his resignation. With the team in England, in the middle of the second-most important cricket tournament in the world, he may have waited a week or two before making his frustrations public. Things came to a head when members of the BCCI’s Cricket Advisory Committee were forced to meet in London, right after India’s match against Sri Lanka, to deliberate on the next coach. India had lost to a much-lesser Sri Lankan side and to suggest that the dressing room hadn’t been impacted by the goings-on and had remained insulated was unreasonable. How could the players not have been impacted by an ongoing public spat between their captain and the coach? How could they not have been bothered when the search for a new head coach was on in the middle of the Champions Trophy? How could they have kept their focus on the task at hand?


To their credit, Kohli and the boys put up a brilliant performance against South Africa at the Oval on 11 June and made the semi-finals in style. Thereafter, India stormed past Bangladesh in Birmingham to make their second consecutive Champions Trophy final. Yet again, Indian cricket was continuing to surprise one and all. The team, despite issues in the dressing room, was showing no signs of discomfort on the field and was getting ready to play Pakistan in a much-hyped final. Players were in denial mode, at least publicly, and even a meeting between the captain and the Cricket Advisory Committee—consisting of Sachin Tendulkar, Sourav Ganguly and V.V.S. Laxman—to try to diffuse the captain–coach crisis a day before the final was considered par for the course. It was only after India lost to Pakistan did most people revisit the dressing-room crisis and suggest that the Kohli–Kumble rift wasn’t possibly the best thing to have happened in the middle of the tournament. Kumble, who resigned a day after the Champions Trophy final, alluded to his deteriorating association with Kohli in a post on social media, stating that the relationship had become ‘untenable’. His assertion led to an instant outburst, with the captain being trolled on Twitter as an egotist and control freak. Coming on the back of the defeat in the final, people decided to take pot-shots at Kohli, without knowing his side of the story or what had really transpired to push things beyond repair. The team was subsequently on its way to the West Indies and did so without a head coach. In the series that followed, India once again played quality cricket to defeat the West Indies 3–1 on their soil in the five-match ODI series to seal yet another away series victory. The coach hunt was on alongside, and there was speculation that the team had communicated its preference to the BCCI.


It has to be acknowledged that the BCCI’s handling of the Kohli–Kumble affair was poor. The story had come out at the worst possible time and thereafter, the BCCI wasn’t able to stem the media scrutiny that followed. Whether the off-field rumblings influenced India’s on-field performance in England can never be definitively proved but what is certain is that in trying to understand a comprehensive history of the game in India, one needs to document the two parallel strands running side by side in cricket. Both make the game what it is, a cash-rich industry that attracts the high and mighty and brings out a kind of passion that is seductively intense and, at times, beyond comprehension. It is perhaps the only sport where the West looks to the East. The IPL—regardless of whether we like it or not—is a global template.
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How do you explain 5,000 Indians screaming ‘Sachin! Sachin!’ outside Tendulkar’s Bandra home on 15 February 2015—the day of the India–Pakistan game in the World Cup in Australia, despite the fact that Sachin wasn’t even a part of the tournament, having retired in November 2013? These are the men and women who make this game the phenomenon it is and that’s what makes a study of Indian cricket worthwhile. These fans, spread across the country and numbering in millions, encourage marketers to invest in the game and make the IPL one of the most valued franchise-based tournaments in the world. With their painted faces, these gung-ho fans are symptomatic of a new resurgent India that unabashedly expresses itself through Indian cricket on the world stage. They travel the world to support the team and aren’t overawed by any kind of impediment. In England, they outnumber the English fans at Lord’s, and at Melbourne, they are significantly more in number than Australian cricket supporters. They are the huge blue billion that give the Indian cricket industry teeth and muscle.


From the time when players had to depend on Air India employees to bail them out when touring abroad in the 1960s to today, when the skipper signs endorsement deals of over INR 100 crores each for eight years with leading global brands, this is a story of a sport which represents the complexities of contemporary India as an aspiring global superpower.


Before getting on with the story, it must be stated that it has never been a unilinear narrative but rather a story that has been mediated at every stage by unexpected twists and turns and is now a dynamic, everyday narrative that can never be captured in all its nuances. Further, not everything that one has seen or heard in the last two-and-a-half decades of association with Indian cricket can be backed up by incontrovertible proof. For example, which are the players included among the thirteen names that remain in a sealed envelope with the Supreme Court of India and who are yet to be investigated for corruption? Does this list include icons who have massive fan followings in the country and beyond? Will these names ever come out? Will anyone mention any of these names in the public domain based on information available from that much-abused word: ‘sources’? Besides, can such information ever be backed up with sufficient proof ?


Most who write on cricket in India will say they know some of the names listed in the envelope. And most, as it may be, would be right. However, has anyone seen the contents of the envelope and can anyone ever put these names out in the media without the consent of the apex court? And should it not be asked why the court will not allow these names to be revealed if such a thing allows for a cleansing of the game? While administrators were pulled up and penalized for possible wrongdoing, why is there a different yardstick in place for players?


Tendulkar, whose autobiography Playing It My Way I have cowritten, said it well. ‘Yes I was pained by match-fixing. [I] was angry, very angry, in fact. But when people asked me why did I not speak up and give names, the answer is I had no idea who was doing it and how. As a player all I was interested in was winning cricket matches for India. That’s all that mattered to me. Play the sport with distinction and integrity.’


However, this did not pre-empt me from questioning Tendulkar over and over again. Did the team not suspect any wrongdoing and, if so, how was that even possible? And, if they did, how did they deal with it? How disappointing was it to come to terms with the fact that matches or results had been influenced, and did it ever cause a sense of disillusionment? And did he ever have a sense that the game would again be back in all its glory?
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Even after India lost to Pakistan in the Champions Trophy final, questions were asked about the defeat. Social media was abuzz that something murky had gone on behind the scenes. It is important to acknowledge that such inane speculations, based on completely unfounded and unsubstantiated allegations, will forever be a feature of Indian cricket going forward. Every unexpected result, more so if it is an adverse one, will be met with a sense of doubt by the ever-passionate Indian fan. The same fan, however, will spend a whopping £1,000 or more for a hospitality ticket the next time India faces Pakistan in an ICC event. That’s what Indian cricket is all about. It is a phenomenon that has more than a billion Indians addicted to it. No other sport comes near it in popularity and no sport will, at least in the next two decades. Its power is such that the Indian political class is eternally attracted to it and remains associated with it, even if it is from behind the scenes. Every business tycoon wants to own an IPL team, for it is the ticket to a world of glamour and media attention that thousands of crores of rupees can’t buy. It is religion to over a billion Indian men and women.
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When the Indians returned home after a dismal World Cup campaign in 2007, M.S. Dhoni had to make the Tollygunge Club in Kolkata his home for five days. He couldn’t risk going back to Ranchi. Four years later, when he won India the World Cup, all of Ranchi was his. They couldn’t wait for him to come back.


This is the story of Indian cricket, uniquely Indian in every sense.










PART ONE
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THE CURSE OF FIXING 


PRELUDE TO THE MODERN GAME
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 It was the eve of the Champions Trophy group-stage match between India and Pakistan on 4 June 2017, and Mohammad Azharuddin, the former Indian captain and a legend of the game, was in Birmingham to do television expert duties for Aaj Tak and India Today. On 3 June, the day before the match, India Today did a special show, from opposite the Edgbaston Cricket Ground, on the high-octane clash, bringing on board multiple experts. Just as the show finished did it transpire that Azharuddin did not have tickets for the game the next day. As a former India international player who has captained India in three World Cups—1992, 1996 and 1999—it was odd that he would have to struggle for tickets. Another former player, surprised to hear this, suggested to the producers of the show and to the India Today crew that he would speak to the ICC and arrange tickets for Azharuddin. The problem, we all thought, was sorted. However, till late evening, Azhar did not have his tickets and when the player who had agreed to help was asked what happened, he looked uncomfortable. The truth was that the ICC had refused to entertain the request simply because it was Mohammad Azharuddin.




Despite being cleared by the Indian judiciary, the allegations of his involvement in wrongdoing continued to haunt him. It is improper to go into the morality of this issue. Rather, I won’t. Was the ICC being unfair? Was it a case of different parameters for different people? And could Azharuddin and some of the others, who were implicated at the turn of the millennium, ever consider this issue a completely closed chapter?


These are questions, yes, but there are no real answers.


Azharuddin—one of my favourite Indian batsmen of all time— had filed a case in 2001 against the ban imposed on him the previous year, and finally got a verdict in his favour in 2012. Ajay Jadeja, the former India batsman, too, has been cleared of the match-fixing taint and so has the wicketkeeper-batsman Nayan Mongia. Legally, the trio have won the battle. The question, then, is simple—have they been cleared because there is no conclusive proof or was the entire saga blown out of proportion by an evolving 24x7 media between 1997–2000? Why should cricketers suffer the outcome of an extreme media reaction? Or is it a case of truth being concealed forever?


Frankly, it might be a bit of both. The Hansie Cronje-scandal, for example, could not have occurred in isolation. Hansie’s confession is in black and white. The media exposés are a fact. Books, some of them painstakingly researched, exist and will forever be out in the public domain. Testimonies were recorded, investigations conducted and men were found guilty. Something was, indeed, going on and players were surely involved. They are the principal actors in this spectacle called cricket. A senior journalist in India lost his job in the process and a few others were questioned. It was murky. Credibility was at stake and the game was vulnerable in the absence of a preemptive mechanism. Authorities were caught by surprise; instead of taking the crisis head on and try and cleanse the rotten underbelly, they turned rabbits and closed their eyes, feigning ignorance.


Was it an overreaction of sorts—a real good story, as we understand today in the context of 24x7 media? To an extent, it perhaps was. The news magazine exposé is a case in point. While it was spearheaded by some of India’s finest journalists and done with precision and passion, it was essential for the news magazine which broke the story of match-fixing in 1997 to be able to sustain the campaign at the time. One of the founders of the magazine, speaking to me on condition of anonymity, suggested that they needed a cover story that would completely take competition by surprise. The match-fixing exposé was a brilliant story. While the magazine had India’s worst-kept secret on the cover, its singular rival had a story on Sitaram Kesri, the Congress president. The result was a no-brainer. The news magazine needed Manoj Prabhakar, the former Indian all-rounder, as much as Prabhakar needed an outlet to expose the rot. It was a marriage of convenience between the two parties. But then, did Justice Yeshwant Vishnu Chandrachud, the retired Chief Justice of India—who headed the one-man investigation commission instituted by the BCCI to investigate the match-fixing allegations—not treat Prabhakar’s testimony with the seriousness it deserved? Was a 30-minute meeting with Prabhakar good enough to get to the root of the problem? And by suggesting that Mongia disagreed with Prabhakar on the 1994 India–West Indies ODI in question, and hence there was no problem, did Justice Chandrachud approach the crisis rightly?


However much we try and probe, this will forever remain a grey area in the history of Indian cricket. Nothing except Cronje and his death is in black and white. Testimonies were changed, the truth concealed and cricket came out of the whole issue scarred and jolted.


Sample this: A senior journalist who is a good friend of mine and has covered the game for three-and-a-half decades was in the Caribbean in 1997 to cover India’s Test series against the West Indies. In Antigua, he was struggling for accommodation and, for a night, had no option but to request another journalist friend to bail him out. The friend in question readily agreed. Such things happen and are hardly uncommon.


‘Navjot Sidhu was not playing that Test match. I had done my copy and it was fairly late when I mentioned this to the friend I was staying with. It wasn’t anything earth-shattering and I just happened to mention it. But his reaction was startling. He started pacing up and down the room and looked anxious. His mood and body language had changed. And eventually he ended up making a few calls to people very late into the night,’ mentioned my friend, after much cajoling.


Three people were sharing the apartment in Antigua. While one of them was fast asleep, my friend couldn’t sleep after seeing the reaction the piece of information had elicited. ‘At around 2.30 a.m., I could hear a phone conversation going on in the drawing room. It was odd. Why would anyone make calls that late at night? When I asked if anything had happened, I was told the story had to be passed on. It wasn’t the age of 24x7 media, but I decided to leave it at that.’


A few months later, this incident was reported in Outlook magazine. My friend, however, hadn’t shared it with Outlook. The person speaking on the phone wouldn’t have. So was it the third journalist, whom they had suspected to be asleep, the one to provide this information? Was he an undercover investigator of sorts trying to blow the lid on corruption?


Again, there are plenty of such questions without any real answers.


The grapevine has it that journalists would regularly speak to bookies and pass on information. This was done in exchange of fairly decent sums of money. While betting and passing on information never amounted to fixing—it is important to make a distinction between the two—passing on team information did constitute an act of corruption.


Stories like the above are aplenty. Almost every journalist who has covered cricket in the 1990s has his or her own story on fixing to tell. While some journalists like G. Rajaraman have written a book on the subject, others have written magazine pieces and newspaper op-eds. There are still others who know more truths about the scandal than most but continue to feel apprehensive in talking about colleagues. The Outlook exposé quotes Kamal Bindra, wife of the cricket administrator I.S. Bindra, multiple times. It is clear that she was cagey and, after a point, refused to divulge more.


The trail turned cold, with the BCCI deciding to turn a blind eye.


A very senior sports-marketing professional, who had set up his firm in the mid-1990s, narrated some rather fascinating stories to me at the time of writing this book. However, like most others who have shared information with me about the fixing episode, his condition was that he could not be quoted. He mentioned a friend of his from a Delhi college visiting Jadeja’s room on multiple occasions during a particular series. There was no ICC Anti-Corruption and Security Unit (ACSU)—cricket’s independent watchdog—back then, and visitors weren’t subject to any security checks in Indian cricket in the 1990s. As long as the player was comfortable meeting with the visitor, no one was stopped. And the visitor in question was a schoolmate of Jadeja. The visitor had, in turn, mentioned to the sports-marketing professional that the people hovering around the cricketers weren’t the best kind. They looked shady and it was all a kind of veil. Again, that’s where the trail dies. The veil never lifted. Not much information is available on these individuals being alluded to. Rather, what we do know is that the political class did get involved. The press conference by the activist and president of the Samata Party, Jaya Jaitley, on the corruption issue, is a case in point. Jaitley, it was reported, was standing up for her daughter, Aditi Jaitley and her friend Ajay Jadeja. Given her proximity with the defence minister of the country, Jaitley’s interference became the subject of much political gossip in the capital. But that’s where it ends. There are opinions galore, but no conclusive evidence. There is gossip aplenty, but no concrete follow-up. There’s been endless talk, but little action to show for it all.


Since then, as I already mentioned, the judiciary has cleared Azharuddin, Jadeja and Mongia of all allegations levelled against them and the case now stands closed.


The same sports-marketing professional mentioned above also said that one of the players he is close to—who is now a legend of Indian cricket—once told him that senior cricketers had instructed him to be careful on the West Indies tour of 1997. Sharing of rooms among players was a practice back then and the player in question was warned about his roommate and told that he should step out of the room if he saw anything suspicious. If this is indeed true, the players, too, had suspected wrongdoing. They knew, or suspected at least, that questionable activities were being conducted. Why they did not speak to the BCCI or chose to remain silent on the issue is a matter of conjecture. Was it because they were scared of stirring a hornet’s nest? Was it because they were aware that the BCCI would not look at such complaints favourably? Or was it because of that vital cog in the wheel that was missing—conclusive proof ?


Was the BCCI aware of such things? Were Jagmohan Dalmiya, A.C. Muthiah, I.S. Bindra and Raj Singh Dungarpur, men who controlled Indian cricket at the time, interested in going into the deep end of the matter? Did the lure of television money and a fear of controversy prevent them from doing so? Could stories—which keep flying around, most of them being based on hearsay—be relied on or taken seriously?


Will we ever know who the actors were? With Cronje dead, all that is left of it is a cold trail. How was the process orchestrated? Was it similar to what was done in 2013 with the IPL spot-fixing scandal? Did journalists and team support staff act as conduits, as is often speculated? Finally, was the investigation under Justice Chandrachud a fair one or was the investigator keen on concluding that the glass was half full rather than half empty? Was such an approach a defence mechanism prompted by an anxious BCCI and has it hurt the game in the long run?


It was a shady world, no doubt, and answers to these questions will forever be subjective.


All that we can conclusively say is that match- or spot-fixing— trying to influence the outcome of a match by paying players—was a mid-1990s phenomenon in cricket. The toss-related incident involving Asif Iqbal and G.R. Vishwanath in 1978–79 at Eden Gardens notwithstanding, fixing was the by-product of cricket’s transformation into a big-money sport in India and across the world. Yes, there have been instances of players selling out in cricket in the past as well but such instances can never be equated with the attempted systematic fixing of matches that started in the 1990s. Such attempts were a product of the television and mobile phone revolution, which made sure that almost every cricket match played in the world was televised in India and followed in real time using digital technology. Real-time-information flow was the key and could only happen in the aftermath of the economic liberalization of 1991. For instance, Ranji Trophy games aren’t attractive for a bookie; they can never be. Most of them aren’t televised yet and the stakes involved aren’t as high as an IPL or an international contest.


For me, personally, the match-fixing crisis was a deeper challenge. I had just started a PhD on the history of Indian cricket when the Cronje scandal broke out. All of a sudden, every cricket-related activity was under suspicion. No match was considered clean. Icons were turning into fallen mortals overnight. Fans were distraught and angry, and determined to not watch the game any more. Cricket just wasn’t the same. And here I was starting a doctoral dissertation on a sport that was perceived rotten. Was the dissertation on cricket or on a staged charade? Was I writing a 100,000 word-epitaph? Were the matches I was planning to comment on being played for real or were they fixed? Self-doubt began creeping in. I remember a meeting with my supervisor David Washbrook, where we discussed if there was any sense in pursuing the dissertation further. All dressed-up and nowhere to go, I was a fan and analyst impacted in the strangest manner. And, clearly, I wasn’t alone. There were thousands like me all over the world whose belief had been shaken and confidence stirred. The impact of match-fixing wasn’t simply restricted to the game and its immediate actors. The tremors were felt across the fraternity and caused irreparable damage.


I was hanging on to Sachin Tendulkar, Sourav Ganguly, Rahul Dravid, Javagal Srinath and Anil Kumble. All five of them are of nearly the same age and my understanding of cricket had been shaped by them while I was growing up in urban Kolkata. Tendulkar, Ganguly and Dravid stood for the fact that not all was lost. Cricket could still be a religion of sorts with the players as its deities. Sachin’s 136 against Pakistan in Chennai, braving an excruciating back pain, was for real. Ganguly and Dravid’s partnership in Taunton in the 1999 World Cup played out before our eyes. These two performances were two of India’s best showings ever. Kumble picking up all ten wickets at the Feroz Shah Kotla Ground against Pakistan was proof that god doesn’t play dice and that the sport was still for real, not reel. Could they have done more to help the doubting fan? Perhaps, yes. But then, as Sachin keeps saying, he could only have spoken if he knew who was/were involved in those malpractices. He was in his own little cocoon, trying to win games for India, losing his mind for failing to win matches that should have been won while trying to unravel the mystery. He was a player and not an investigator and, as Ganguly says, ‘was determined to rescue the sport from the throes of this unprecedented crisis’.


I have known Ganguly since 1992. He could never fix matches. With him as the new captain of India and with people like Tendulkar, Dravid and Kumble in the side, the crisis had to pass. The values they stood for was balm for a troubled nation. And for cricket at large.


And then there was county cricket. Or, put more aptly, local cricket in Oxford. There were no spectators. Rather, less than 100, sometimes even 50, with some of them busy sipping their apple cider on lovely sunny Oxford evenings as a match was being played. Most were oblivious to the cricket at the Oxford University Club grounds in front of them, a facility that would give most of India’s Test match venues a run for their money. Surrounded by trees and adorned with a beautiful little pavilion and clubhouse, it is the near-perfect English club ground. Importantly, both for the players and the ones present, there were no cameras, no dubious people lurking around and no big prize for winning the game.


Just as the clock struck 5 p.m., players started trickling in with their kit bags to the club, gradually making their way to the changing rooms to get into their gear. It was release at the end of a long, hard day in the laboratory or at the Bodleian Library. For the many sitting and relaxing in the lobby, watching television or even working, the players did not make any difference. It was cricket as it had evolved two-and-a-half centuries ago. To quote Edmund Blunden, ‘The game which made me write at all, is not terminated at the boundary, but is reflected beyond, is echoed and varied out there among the gardens and the barns, the dells and the thickets, and belongs to some wider field.’


For someone searching for reassurance, this was a rare departure. Watching cricket for the love of the game, knowing it was the unadulterated sport being played out in front of me.


It was a throwback to Neville Cardus, to R.C. Robertson-Glasgow and Hugh de Sélincourt. With the sun melting away and giving way to a lovely British early-summer evening, the game meandered on at its own pace. There was no frenzy, no urgency, no deadlines. It was a throwback to the past, as if I was studying a rare relic.




Come to think of it, these very hallowed grounds of Oxford and Cambridge had provided English cricket with some of its greatest stalwarts in the early twentieth century. Eton and Harrow, followed by Oxford or Cambridge, was the norm for the English upper-classes and cricket was a staple for these gentlemen, who travelled the world to try and evangelize and hold the empire together. They wouldn’t fix matches or even dream of doing so. Rather, they introduced the game to us in India in the mid-nineteenth century, something we very generously appropriated and indigenized over time. Oxford was not an aberration. In England, there were more than 100 games played every afternoon; games which had little significance in terms of results. These were a reminder that not always does one need to make millions from the game, or make a living out of it at all.


The dissertation, I realized, did make sense after all.


So, how do we reflect upon match-fixing in the long history of cricket? Was it really a case of a few bad apples falling prey to the lure of a quick buck, or did the rot run far deeper than will be ever revealed? And, how did cricket come out of it in the long term?


Mark Waugh and Shane Warne, pulled up for passing information to bookies, continue to be revered; one a selector and the other a commentator and Australian cricket’s best all-time brand. Azharuddin and Jadeja are both television experts, as is Nayan Mongia. All of them have been cleared of wrongdoing by the highest judiciary. Cronje is dead while Nicky Boje and Roger Telemachus have simply faded away. The game itself has moved on, as have the players and administrators. Only we fans have never fully been able to digest it. Every now and then, there is a throwback to fixing. To us, these instances remain as unresolved investigations and, as a result, are unsatisfactory. Our game was violated and justice wasn’t done. It has left us all paranoid. At the slightest hint of spot- or match-fixing, we get worried. Rumours start flying thick and fast. Social media is thrown into a tizzy. The game, unsure and under-prepared, wasn’t able to deal with the crisis in the past. It tried looking away when it should have faced it head on. Cleansing, and not a cover-up, should have been the aim, and because this virus wasn’t cleansed; it remained benign for a while, but with the potential to turn malignant. The tumour wasn’t operated upon and, in 2013, Indian cricket paid the price for it yet again. The stakes were bigger, since the game is now a billion-dollar industry. As a result, the malignancy was even more potent and destructive.


The more immediate need, however, was taken care of. With a thrilling India–Australia series played out in March 2001, spearheaded by Sourav Ganguly, V.V.S. Laxman, Rahul Dravid, Sachin Tendulkar and Harbhajan Singh, all of whom turned gladiators against the world’s best and most-feared cricket team, the game soon found its new redemption song. Good, we thought, had prevailed over evil. But history had another tale to tell.






REDEMPTION SONG: INSPIRE AND IGNITE


THE MIRACLE OF 2001
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 A few things are taken for granted when it comes to Indian cricket as we know it today. Irrespective of which part of the world the Indian team is playing in the team always has a huge crowd support backing them. In the World Cup match against South Africa in 2015, among the 87,000 spectators present at the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG), close to 85,000 were Indians. This wasn’t an aberration. In 2009, the then England captain, Paul Collingwood, famously alluded to this reality when fans booed his team as they made their way from the nursery ground to the main pitch at Lord’s to take on M.S. Dhoni’s India. The majority of the spectators, a disappointed Collingwood lamented, was supporting India.


The second thing we take for granted is the cash-rich nature of the sport in India. Indian cricket players are the highest-paid sports stars in the country and earn considerably more than cricketers from other nations. Some of them feature in the list of highest-paid sportspersons in the world. With the BCCI growing richer by the day, earnings of Indian players will only go up in the months and years to come.


Finally, we see an expression of India through the prism of cricket. Even at the cost of sounding dramatic, it must be said that the situation may be likened to a famous sequence in the Bollywood blockbuster Deewar. When Shashi Kapoor, a police officer with a meagre income, is asked by his more prosperous elder brother Amitabh Bachchan what he has to show for himself and all his efforts, a confident Kapoor says, ‘Mere pass maa hai.’ When we talk of India on the global sporting stage, it is this one sport where India rules. We have the best players, the best league, the richest board and the muscle to dominate world cricket, with England and Australia playing catch-up. Aggressive nationalism, a feature of contemporary India and one that defines the modern Indian youth, finds expression in cricket. This is what explains the humongous social media followings—most running into millions—of India’s leading cricketers, who are considered symbols of a resurgent and aggressive modern India.


Each of these features, which define Indian cricket at the moment and have become integral to the game in India, are of fairly recent vintage. The BCCI was a loss-making institution till the early 1990s. The story of the financially robust board that we now take for granted is actually a two-and-a-half-decade-long phenomenon, more so of the last 15 years, starting with the Australia tour of India in 2001. With match-fixing having eaten into the edifice of the game, world cricket was faced with its biggest crisis in years. Advertisers who had invested huge amounts in the game were all of a sudden left with no option but to move away from cricket. While in other cricket-playing nations Olympic sports benefitted as a result, in India, the move away from cricket helped reality TV shows, for that’s where the advertising revenue went in the absence of any real competition from Olympic sports. Shows like Kaun Banega Crorepati, with the Hindi film industry’s megastar Amitabh Bachchan at the helm, was one of the prime beneficiaries of the match-fixing scandal.


Cricket, in 2001, needed new oxygen to continue as India’s foremost national passion. Faith of its fans had to be restored, and new fans needed to be brought in. The idea that India could continue to express itself through cricket needed to be reinforced. That’s exactly what happened with the India–Australia series, when cricket nationalism reached a crescendo at the back of some incredible on-field performances from the Indian team. Since then, cricket, it can be said, has never looked back as a sport, even in the face of the IPL spot-fixing scandal and subsequent judicial intervention.


The Australia team that was scheduled to tour India in 2001 had taken on and decimated the very best in the world. Having won 15 Test matches in a row, they were coming to India to conquer what captain Steve Waugh had labelled as the team’s final frontier. His was a team that can easily go down in cricket history as one of the best ever and the Indians, under newly appointed skipper Sourav Ganguly, were evidently the underdogs going into the contest. With Javagal Srinath and Anil Kumble, India’s two best bowlers, out because of injury, the task ahead for Ganguly and his boys was monstrous. To get past the likes of Waugh, Matthew Hayden, Justin Langer, Ricky Ponting and Adam Gilchrist, India needed to make a very special effort. More so because there was no one on the horizon who could run through this famed Australian batting line-up. In the bowling department, Glenn McGrath, Jason Gillespie, Michael Kasprowicz and Shane Warne were performing at their best. Considering the immensity of the challenge that lay ahead, batsmen like Sachin Tendulkar, Rahul Dravid, V.V.S. Laxman and Ganguly himself needed to collectively punch above their weight to prove to be competition for the Australian team.


The first Test match in Mumbai was evidence of how good the Australians were. Riding on centuries from Hayden and Gilchrist, and terrific bowling spells from McGrath, Gillespie and Warne, Waugh’s team breezed past India inside just three days. ‘They were really good,’ says Ganguly, reminiscing about the opposition’s collective display of might. ‘We were left wondering how and what we needed to do to take them on. Seriously speaking, I was searching for answers. They had all their bases covered and we needed something out of the ordinary to happen to be able to beat them. And Kolkata [where the second game was played], in that sense, was a freakish Test match. If you seriously ask me how it happened and how we managed to get over the line in Kolkata after being 128/8 on day two, responding to Australia’s 445, I will have to tell you it was a miracle and it was [an] intervention from above. Such miracles rarely happen in cricket.’


Coming into Kolkata, not even the most ardent Indian fan had given the hosts a chance. Australia, it seemed, was fast imposing itself, and it was no contest. Yes, Harbhajan Singh had bowled beautifully in Mumbai, but, for a youngster, it was hard to believe how time and again he could strangle an Australian batting line-up considered the best side of all time.


Even at the Eden Gardens, all was going to plan for the Australians. At 252/4 on day one, Australia was poised to post a big total, much before Harbhajan accomplished the first miracle of the series: A hat-trick—the first Indian to do so. It was as if the massive Kolkata crowd had suddenly awakened from their slumber. A quiet stadium started to make real noise, and all of a sudden, it was a contest. India had staged a comeback and, if they could polish off the tail quickly, things could still happen for Sourav’s men. Unfortunately, for India, though, the tail wagged and Waugh farmed the strike quite adroitly to take Australia to 445, scoring a brilliant century in the process. For India, pitted against a buoyant Australian bowling attack, it was a tall ask. And when the top order collapsed for the third time in a row, it seemed that Australia would easily get to their 17th consecutive Test win—the first such feat by any team in world cricket.


India displayed some pluck on the third morning, thanks to Laxman, who scored a gritty 59 and was the last man to get out. Australia, leading by 274 runs, enforced the follow-on. ‘We had the measure of the Indians so far in the series and the bowlers were confident of doing it one more time. I had no hesitation in asking the Indians to bat again,’ says Steve Waugh, recounting the horror that was to follow.


In an inspired move, India decided to push Laxman to number three—a decision that transformed Indian cricket forever. ‘It was decided that the way V.V.S. batted [in the first innings], we were better off sending him at three. Rahul could bat at six, and it was something that could unsettle the Australians,’ Ganguly narrates with a smile. ‘But no one could anticipate what followed. Even when I got out and we ended day three at 254/4, it was Australia’s game. I have to say what followed was the best-ever partnership in the history of Indian cricket. We did not lose a wicket through the fourth day and scored 335 runs in the process. Rahul and Laxman were both on drips in the dressing room; by the end of it all, they had lost so much fluid. However, despite the exhaustion and the cramps, they kept backing themselves. Australia literally could not believe what was going on,’ recounts Ganguly.


Laxman’s 452-ball 281—his Sydney 167 in 2000 notwithstanding— marked his maturing as a cricketer. ‘I was batting well throughout the Test match and when asked to bat at three in the second innings, I must say I felt good about it. Here was an opportunity to make the most of the good form. As the partnership with Rahul progressed and we had scored a 100 together, we started to believe we could just carry on and on. We knew we had to play out the new ball and some key spells and that would put the pressure back on the Australians. The plan worked and though it was tiring, we kept pushing each other on because something really special was about to happen,’ mentions Laxman, sitting outside the very same dressing room at the Eden Gardens and reminiscing about the innings.


During the course of the innings, Warne was treated with disdain, and each time Laxman danced down the pitch to play against the turn through the off-side, the crowd erupted for him. The gladiator had his audience; a mass of humanity, who had started to believe in miracles, were on their toes. Australian shoulders had dropped by the end of day four, and it was clear that India would no longer lose the Test match. Winning the game would assume significance for the home side at so many levels. One, not only would it mean a victory against the mighty Australians, but also correspond to ending the opponent’s undefeated streak. Did anyone, however, really believe that the three-match series would go into the decider in Chennai, tied at 1–1? Perhaps not. Riding on Laxman’s 281 and Dravid’s 180—an answer to all his critics who had doubted his ability—Ganguly declared in the morning session of day five, setting Australia a target that most teams wouldn’t want to go for on a turning surface. This Australian team, however, was different. They were the best in the world and would never shy away from a challenge. Harbhajan was bowling the best he has ever bowled in his career and it was a contest every cricket fan who was there at the Eden Gardens would forever cherish.


The press box—it was my first time at the Eden Gardens media centre—was full of emotion. Australian journalists could not believe what they had witnessed and still felt Waugh and his team could hold on. The Indian journalists, on the other hand, had finally found their voice. Quiet and sneered at for two days, they started to cheer every Australian wicket that fell.


When the Indians dropped Waugh just at the stroke of tea, it seemed a draw was the most likely result. The Australian captain went back unbeaten and, with seven wickets still remaining to be taken, it seemed a task too steep to accomplish even for Harbhajan, who was bowling like a man possessed. ‘The gods thought differently,’ says Ganguly, sporting a smile. ‘Moments after tea, Steve Waugh gave us another chance and this time, we did not mess up. With Steve out, we had started to believe it could be done. And when things weren’t happening for a while, I decided to go to Sachin just to try him out for an over or two. The plan was to keep things tight from one end and bowl Harbhajan right through from the other because he was my key weapon to pick wickets. Sachin, who always had the ability with the ball, bowled a magical five-over spell and picked three wickets, making it game, set and match for us. The googly with which he got Shane Warne out could have got any batsman in the world.’


Tendulkar, who had not done much with the bat during the two innings, falling for just 10 in both innings, was itching to contribute with the ball. ‘I knew I had one or two overs to make an impact and thought to myself that it was best to mix it up against Hayden and Gilchrist because conventional wisdom suggested I would only bowl off spin against the left-hand batsmen. And once I managed to get Hayden and Gilchrist out and Warne walked in, I made up my mind to try and bowl a googly to him. He wouldn’t be expecting it and it was my chance to pick up a third wicket. The ball wasn’t as full as I would have wanted but Warne was done in by the turn. And when it hit him back in his crease, I knew I had him plumb,’ recounts Tendulkar.


Finally, when Harbhajan trapped McGrath’s lbw—a decision that will forever be contested in the annals of world cricket—100,000 people at the Eden Gardens collectively erupted. The noise was deafening, the passion seductive. Match-fixing was a thing of the past. Cricket in India had been given a new lease of life, and Ganguly’s team had accomplished a feat none had in world cricket. That the Australians could be beaten was finally a proven reality and, as Ganguly says, the Indians went to Chennai for the decider believing that the momentum had turned in their favour.


The Test match captured peoples’ imagination at all levels, evident from an incident that took place that evening, four hours after the match had ended. Umpire S.K. Bansal, who was officiating when the last wicket fell, was returning to his hotel when his driver took a wrong turn into a one-way street. Within minutes he was stopped by a traffic constable on duty and asked to hand over his license for breaking traffic rules. The driver, uncertain and afraid, looked to Bansal for support. Bansal, the story goes, stepped out of the car to request the cop to let the driver go and apologized on his behalf. Seeing him, the cop for a moment was left wondering who he was and then asked if he was indeed THE S.K. Bansal who had given Glenn McGrath out! Upon knowing that he was indeed, the cop asked the driver to carry on, saying that for Umpire Bansal, all rules could be changed that evening!


This story, which has been narrated to me by several people and corroborated by Bansal himself, tells us a lot about how the victory was perceived in Kolkata at the time. Cricket, it would not be an exaggeration to suggest, was back overnight as front page news. Harbhajan, Laxman and Dravid were being celebrated as national saviours and the spectre of match-fixing, still fresh in public minds, had taken a backseat. You just can’t fix a match like the one played out at Eden Gardens and bat and bowl the way the Indians did. It was cricket of a very different level and a Test match like that one could never be scripted. Laxman dancing down the track to Warne and hitting him past mid-off and mid-on; Harbhajan bowling like a dream; and finally Dravid batting as if peoples’ lives were dependent on him—were exactly the kind of performances cricket needed to regain credibility. Thanks to the Eden miracle, it happened.


Moving on to Chennai for the third and final Test of the series, the Indians were a changed lot. They knew Australia could be beaten and also knew the impetus had firmly shifted in the aftermath of the Kolkata win. Steve Waugh and his boys were jittery and were bound to take a little time to come to terms with what had happened. But the Indians also knew that Australia would come hard at them. They were hurt and wounded and would retaliate. ‘I just asked the boys to play their best for we had seen what our best was capable of. That we could beat the Australians was now known to the world and there was no reason to feel overawed. Hayden was playing the series of his life and it was important to get him out. More importantly, we had to bat well and make sure we put the Australians under pressure,’ says Ganguly.


Yet again it was Harbhajan who stood up for India with the ball. A Hayden double ton notwithstanding, Harbhajan ran through the Australian line-up and made sure that a good batting effort was all India needed to set up the match. And this time, Tendulkar came to the party. Scoring a much-needed century, Tendulkar led India to a mammoth 500-plus score and gave his side a handy lead of over 100 runs. With Australia finding it hard to play against Harbhajan in the second innings as well, all India needed was a little more than 150 in their second innings to win the match and the series. Just when people thought it was all over, the Australians did make one final comeback. Getting Tendulkar, Laxman and Ganguly in quick succession, they gave themselves a chance to close the game. Sameer Dighe—Sam Dig to his friends—who was playing this match ahead of injured regular wicketkeeper Nayan Mongia, had to bring all his grit and batting skills to the fore to finish the contest. ‘It was tense. The entire dressing room was on edge and I must confess I was nervous as hell. You had to feel the nerves; the stakes were so high. We were close and it was very important that I stayed out there and finished things. To come as close and not get over the line would spell disaster for Indian cricket. There was a lot of chirp out in the middle and the crowd was also making a lot of noise. In hindsight, I can tell you it was the ultimate high of my cricket career. You may say I got just 22 but while chasing 155 each of those runs were worth their weight in gold. Finally, when Harbhajan completed the second run after a nudge to point, it was as if we had won everything in life. We, as a team, had accomplished what no other cricket team had done and this victory will forever be pivotal in the history of our cricket,’ Dighe said, recounting his moment of glory as an Indian cricketer.


From being tormented in Mumbai to winning after having followed-on in Kolkata to finally closing out the series in Chennai, India under Ganguly had given back world cricket its greatest attribute: Credibility. That it was not all fixed was driven home in emphatic style. Seeing full stadiums for Test matches was a serious message for sponsors and many of them started getting back to investing in the game. India’s poor run at the Sydney Olympic Games helped. Cricket had survived the match-fixing scandal. New heroes like Laxman, Harbhajan and Zaheer Khan emerged on the horizon and fans celebrated the positivity that accompanied these on-field performances.


Aggressive ‘cricket nationalism’, which is now an acceptable feature of contemporary Indian life, was starting to reappear on the horizon after an interlude of 12 months and that’s what made corporate India look at the game again with zest. It was this steady corporate interest, which eventually made the IPL, conceptualized and executed by Lalit Modi, a reality in 2008.


Interestingly, the aggressive brand of nationalism that I refer to here wasn’t particularly new to the game in India. Nor was it a 1990s phenomenon. In fact, expression of Indian-ness on the cricket field and appropriation of the game for nationalist purposes can be traced back to the 1830s, a time when the game hadn’t yet taken firm roots in the country. From the very beginning, the cricket field in India was a contested terrain with sepoys, the first entrants, using it to challenge their colonial masters and, on occasion, defeat them. Appropriation of cricket for nationalist needs predates the 1857 rebellion and throws up the question of whether the Oscar-nominated film Lagaan indeed had real-life parallels—to the earliest cricket gladiators of India.






WHEN THE SEPOYS BATTED FOR INDIA
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 Historians have forever debated the reasons behind the confidence of the sepoys that prompted the defiance of 1857, commonly accepted as the first landmark anti-colonial uprising in nationalist historiography. I aim to suggest that the confidence behind the act of defiance that resulted in 1857 may, in part, have been acquired on the cricket field. Playing cricket against the colonial masters in the 1830s and 1840s, Indian sepoys had already successfully thwarted English superiority in the latter’s own sport.


It is an interesting question as to why the sepoys, and later some Indian princes and middle-class patrons, readily appropriated the British masculine games of cricket and football. From a pragmatic point of view, it may be surmised that they saw in them a worthwhile cultural tool to reassert their hurt self-esteem and injured masculinity. On the other, cricket and football had the potential to be assimilated as means of crossing swords with the British imperialist. At a time when the ills of an unequal political and economic structure threw up contradictions, which quite naturally had a deep impact on the social psyche of the Indians, sport might have provided a level playing field. Failing to attain power and prestige within the army or in society, the sepoy, and later the middle-class Indian nationalist, searched for apolitical ways to counter British humiliation.


I also propose, as an extension, that such faith acquired on the sporting field may have urged Indian nationalists in the post-mutiny period to appropriate European sport as a means of resistance. With military uprisings no longer an option and the British firmly entrenched as the paramount power in India, the sports field assumed increased significance in the second half of the nineteenth century.


Finally, it can be argued that such proto-nationalist activities on the sporting field shaped colonial sporting policy in the post-1857 period. On the one hand, the British encouraged the organization of Indian cricket along communal lines—a straightforward outcome of 1857. On the other, it was the colonial policy of bringing the princes back to the forefront of administration after 1857 that resulted in cricket being appropriated by the native aristocrats, who had both the means and the motivation. Had this not been the case, Indian cricket, like its earliest English counterpart, which was organized and controlled by peasants from south-east England, would have remained a more representative sport. Aristocratic appropriation of cricket was something the colonial state envisaged. With the princes acting as compradors, it was in British interest to position them as leading patrons of Indian cricket. This allowed the colonizers to use cricket as a tool for acculturation, a means to douse subversive native sensibilities. However, a caveat needs to be introduced here. Deliberating on the nature of princely patronage of cricket, it was assumed that all princes would see cricket as a means to link themselves to the English aristocracy. It is a different matter that some of them, like the Maharaja of Natore in Bengal, were determined to set up cricket teams comprising only Indians as a direct challenge to the colonizer, something dealt with in other parts of the book.


In fact, the spread of European sport in colonial India went hand in hand with its cultural indigenization. Historians of Indian football note that Calcuttans, with the rest of India in their trail, were the only people in the world to indigenize football skills and technique, playing barefoot, as they did from the very beginning. The Bengalis imparted to the game a distinctive Indian touch. From the very beginning, Mohun Bagan, the leading Bengali club, played barefoot, keen on cashing in on the speed and footwork of this method, and despite failure against booted teams on rainy grounds, never thought of wearing boots. The barefooted jugglery of Indian legends like Gostho Paul, the Bhaduris, Syed Abdus Samad and Umapati Kumar against booted European teams, even on slushy surfaces, was a constant source of pride for the Bengali nationalist. The barefooted genius of the Indians made P.B. Clark, the captain of the visiting Islington Corinthians, an amateur British side, remark in 1938: ‘Indians alone play real football, what they call football in Europe is after all only bootball.’


So, when did the Indians’ tryst with cricket begin? In trying to answer this question, chroniclers have invariably turned their attention to Bombay (now Mumbai). I did the same in my doctoral dissertation at Oxford and in most of my early writings on the history of Indian cricket. We have all been unanimous in suggesting that the formation of the Oriental Cricket Club in Bombay by the Parsis, in 1848, marked the start of organized cricket in India. This was followed by the formation of a spate of Parsi cricket clubs in the 1850s and 1860s. There were stray attempts earlier—such as the one in 1839, when a school teacher, Boswell, tried to introduce the game to his students in Bombay, but such efforts were few and far between. It was the Parsi initiative, all scholars of Indian cricket agree, that started what is today the nation’s most relentless obsession.


However, as is often the case with history, new findings contest the old and make for fascinating new revelations. One such startling revelation is that Indian cricket was born amidst native sepoys who had established themselves as players by the middle of the nineteenth century. News reports published in the Sporting Intelligence Magazine brought out by the editor of The Englishman newspaper between 1833–1850 say as much.


In a detailed account of a match played at Sylhet on 3 March 1845, the reporter states, ‘You will oblige me by giving a place in your columns to the account of a match played here . . . [between] the European officers and the sepoys of the light company against those of the other companies of the 28th regiment.’ The rest of the report is even more startling: ‘The most enthusiastic European cricketers could not have played with more energy and cheerfulness than the native sepoys did. I am not a cricketer myself, but invariably attend as a spectator when the natives are playing; the knowledge that the officers, whether playing or not, take an active interest in their performances gratifies the sepoys.’


Interestingly, the sepoys had acquired prowess in even the most difficult of skills, such as, wicketkeeping: ‘Among the sepoys, I observed one or two who bowled well, some who were very good wicket-keepers, and others who caught well . . . and as fielders, few Europeans can surpass them.’ The report singled out sepoy Lungum for his extraordinary batting prowess and declared that in a season or two, the native sepoys would be equipped to handle the best European talent in India.


From other reports published in the same magazine we come to know that sepoy cricket was well developed across the Indian heartland. On the other hand, sepoys hardly played cricket in the south, where the game continued to be a preserve of the English soldiers in the army. Similarly, in Bombay, sepoy cricket was hardly developed. Places where it was fairly well-developed were Barrackpore, Dum Dum, Agra, Cuttack, Midnapore, Sylhet, etc. It may be a mere coincidence that the cities and towns where sepoy cricket was fairly well-developed were those which were prominent in the uprising of 1857.




The well entrenched nature of native cricket across the heartland is evident from multiple reports published in the Sporting Intelligence Magazine over the years. About native cricket in Agra, a report published in 1843 states that though the match was well contested, the fielding and bowling of the natives were ‘inferior to that of their antagonists’. The reporters declared that while the native bowlers bowled round-arm, they did so without sufficient practice and were unable to deliver the balls with any consistency.


In yet another report, sent in from Cuttack, the scribe comments: ‘. . . you seem to be little acquainted with this land of the Oriahs and the sporting characters that are to be found in it . . . Now that the cold weather is setting in, sufficient hands can be mustered for witnessing that scientific, manly and truly English game.’ The report was accompanied by the scorecard of the first match of the season, according to which, one of the teams had in their ranks three native players.


The early popularity of cricket among the sepoys was ascribed to cricket’s potential as healer of the difference between the European and the native. One of the reports draws attention to this aspect of the sport—‘Cricket is essential in improving one of the great defects, so often complained of, the distance of the Europeans in the intercourse with the native.’ It goes on to suggest that European officers, from the senior to the junior, encouraged the game, either as spectators or players. ‘Were they not to do so . . . I fear the sepoys would not long continue to play.’ The writer suggests that while there were many tangible products of Britain’s colonial legacy, one of the most striking and influential was cricket. Since the start of the nineteenth century, cricket had been a significant determinant of the relationships established between the colonizer and colonized, helping to reduce the potential for conflict between two very different cultural traditions. The reporter, to draw a contrast with an indigenous sport, cites the example of hockey on horseback. Hockey, it is mentioned, was a very popular Manipuri pastime, played on horseback or ponyback. ‘It might be supposed that sepoys would take an interest in it; for the natives of the upper provinces are generally admirers of good horsemanship, and no little skill is required in playing mounted hockey.’ However, the sepoys seemed to take no interest in it, possibly because it lacked that spirit of intimacy with their superiors that they seemed to have begun to value.


But not always did the spirit of sportsmanship last. In an article titled, ‘Sepoy cricket at Sylhet’, a reporter writes that the match between two regimental sides, one of them containing no less then eight native cricketers, was perhaps the best-contested and most acrimonious encounter of the season. He singles out sepoy Soophul for praise, describing his bowling as ‘first rate.’ This transformation was inevitable and was rooted in the very nature of sport. As the Australian scholar Brian Stoddart has argued, ‘In the very success of this socially segmented and skewed imperial ideology . . . lay the origins of some major complications for the empire and what became of its post-colonial commonwealth. These complications emerged from an enormous contradiction that existed within the imperial construction of sport . . . Sport was promoted as an instrument of apparent trans-cultural unity but within it were several strands of potential conflict.’


Thus it is hardly surprising to note that within the confines of the army, the ‘games ethic’ was successfully subverted on occasions. Sepoys, already peeved with discriminatory treatment meted out by the colonial state, initiated this process of subversion. To that extent, the history of the appropriation of the games ethic within the ranks of the Indian army can be seen as part of a nationalist enterprise.


In fact, all of the cricket matches, which pitted the native sepoys against European officers of the regiment, are of special interest. To draw a parallel, such matches assumed proto-nationalist proportions of the kind depicted in the blockbuster Hindi film Lagaan. That the cricket field had already become an arena for assertion of native strength against European dominance is fascinating in the light of what happened in 1857.


Interestingly, the British had learnt their lessons from the occasional defeats against the sepoys and such matches were a thing of the past by the mid-1850s. In fact, British refusal to play against the Indians became a norm in some provinces by the second half of the nineteenth century. Repeated urgings by the Town Club in Calcutta for a bilateral contest was turned down by the exclusively European Calcutta Cricket Club and it was only in 1895 that they acceded to the request of Saradaranjan Ray, founder of the Town Club, for a match.


This is very similar to the case of hockey in the early decades of the twentieth century. With the possibility of India beating Britain rife in hockey between 1928 and 1948, the British refused to play against their own colony. In fact, Britain did not participate in Olympic hockey contests in the years 1928–36, knowing that the Indians were favourites to win the gold. This is especially interesting because Britain had won the Olympic gold in field hockey in 1904 and 1920 respectively, the only years when hockey had been played before 1928, when India did not participate. When Britain did play against India in 1948 they were trounced 0–4, a major confidence boost for the newly independent Indian state. Such a boost did not happen immediately in cricket—the Indians defeated the English for the first time in a series only in 1960. While British refusal to play against India in hockey draws attention to the seriousness of sporting contests between the colonizer and the colonized, it also reinforces the value of the British policy of allowing native princes to consolidate their hold over Indian cricket.


By the middle of the nineteenth century, the games ethic in India had come a long way. From being a preserve of the European imperialist and an English public-school code, its appropriation created an arena of competition between the British and the Indians, in turn breeding among the Indians a sense of confidence, which might well have flowed into contexts far more serious than the sporting field. But to suggest that Indian sporting clubs of the 1840s and 1850s, from their very inception, began to reflect or represent purely nationalist instincts on the sports field is perhaps erroneous. Nonetheless, from the middle of the century, sports had become a new and unique cultural nationalist force among sections of Indian society, although the approach of different segments of society to it was hardly uniform. It is thus fair to suggest that the answer to the confidence on display in 1857 may be hidden in the idiosyncrasies of a game in which the English had been successfully challenged by Indian sepoys two decades before the Mutiny happened. It may also be argued that British policy in the wake of the 1857 uprising— divide and rule and preferring the prince over the peasant—shaped the evolution of Indian cricket, football and hockey in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.


Finally, it is evident that sport, which has been accorded little merit in studies of Indian history, was of major significance in discourses relating to the disciplining of the indigenous population and in subsequently stimulating resistance against the colonial state. The games of cricket and football, especially, were considered by the colonizers to carry with them a series of moral lessons, relating to hard work and perseverance, team loyalty and obedience to authority and, indeed, involving concepts of correct physical development and ‘manliness’. As such, they were used as key weapons in the battle to win over local populations and to begin transforming them from their ‘uncivilized’ and ‘heathen’ state to one where they might be considered ‘civilized’ and ‘Christian’.


The pre-eminent role of the games ethic in India was most evident in the case of the Indian army. In the early-1830s, British generals and commanders of the Bengal army fought hard against indigenous religious customs and social habits to introduce cricket and other European sports among the Indian sepoys, mostly from high-caste Hindu backgrounds. Despite initial resistance from the sepoys, their superiors were successful in advancing the game among the local soldiery, who, on their part, were introduced to a new code of ethics. Cricket, for the English commanders, was a moral means to serve a wider imperial end. In fact, it has been rightly argued that bureaucratic and military coercion were not the only reasons why Britain was able to hold on to its vast empire for as long as it did. Cultural power—ideas, beliefs, rules and conventions concerning social behaviors, carried throughout the empire by the British—also contributed to their ability to control the colonized.


Interestingly, most English garrisons within the British Indian army were modelled in the spirit and ethos of the English public school. Numerous games of cricket and soccer were played by Indian soldiers across the country. Almost every leisure hour was utilized by soldiers to sharpen their sporting skills and, more often than not, these games became arenas of intense rivalry. The love for cricket cultivated had a much wider impact on local society. Indian sepoys, in emulation of their superiors, took an active interest in the game, and by the 1840s, cricket had gained the reputation of an egalitarian agency, which alone transcended the divisions of colonial social order.






OVERCOMING THE ODDS 

OVERSEAS
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 Although the sepoys had made the sport a level playing field in the 1840s, Indian national teams after independence failed to conquer overseas shores for the best part of 70 years. Successes in 1971, in the Caribbean and in England, and thereafter in 1986 in England notwithstanding, India, till the late 1990s, was a poor traveller. Except a 1–0 series win in Sri Lanka in 1993, away wins were few and far between. India lost 0–1 to England in 1990, 0–4 to Australia in 1992, 0–1 to South Africa in 1992, 0–2 to England in 1996, 0–1 to the West Indies in 1997, 0–2 to South Africa in 1996–97 and 0–3 to Australia in 1999–2000. Despite having players of the calibre of Sachin Tendulkar, Rahul Dravid, V.V.S. Laxman, Anil Kumble, Sourav Ganguly and Javagal Srinath in the team, the poor away record was something Indian fans had reluctantly come to terms with. Every away tour was met with a sense of inevitability and all there was to celebrate was individual performances. Failure to chase down totals like 120 in Barbados in 1997 was inexplicable and will forever constitute the lowest point of Tendulkar’s captaincy.


Ganguly, made full-time captain close to a year prior to the Australia series in early 2001, was determined to change this poor away record.


‘Something had to be done. It was unacceptable to me that we travelled abroad to always come back second best. In fact, we had the mindset that it was beyond us to win overseas, and even a draw was an acceptable result,’ Ganguly says as we settle down in his sprawling drawing room with his favourite biryani at his Behala house in South Kolkata.


The setting is ideal. This mansion is where Ganguly grew up wanting to make a name for himself in cricket. And the drawing room is a testimony to that ambition. ‘Awarded to Sourav Ganguly, Member of the Bengal Ranji Trophy team’, reads one of the trophies adorning his cabinet; the year of the tournament almost impossible to decipher, having faded away with time.


Seeing the trajectory of my gaze, Ganguly is quick to point out that it is one of the trophies he received after Bengal won the Ranji Trophy, India’s premier domestic competition, in 1990.


‘From playing in that match against Delhi as a teenager to captaining India to being dropped and now to president of CAB, it has been quite a journey,’ he smiles and says, as he asks one of the many staff working in his administrative office next door to get me some mishti doi, a sinful delicacy that we Bengalis find impossible to resist.


As we tuck into our biryani and chicken rezala, so very different from the biryani you get in other parts of India, I remind Ganguly that I had requested him (and he had agreed) that in the next two hours he couldn’t fiddle with his iPhone. Yes, if there is an important call, he could take it but otherwise, I would need his undivided attention.
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