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An Unfinished Quest


It was one of the best Wimbledon finals in history. Andy Roddick was throwing everything he had at Roger Federer and played the match of his life. And yet he ended up second best. Roddick’s tears at the prize-giving ceremony resonated with every member of the audience. Here was a champion who had done the sport proud. He had fought, stayed true, but was eventually outclassed in a hard fought final by perhaps the greatest that has ever played the sport. Roddick wasn’t disgraced. His quest continued. There are others like Roddick. Ivan Lendl, one of the greatest of all time, immediately comes to mind. Lendl has never won the Wimbledon. The same applies for Lionel Messi in football. He is arguably the best the world has seen and yet hasn’t won a major trophy for Argentina, something that will always put a question mark on his legacy. That’s what happened for India and Virat Kohli in the World Test Championship. India under Virat had to settle for second best yet again, the third time in four years.


Despite losing the toss, India threw everything they had into the contest. They started superbly in the most dreaded of batting conditions against a fantastic new ball attack, won Day 1 with Virat and Ajinkya playing with caution, and even when Jamieson bowled a superb spell the next morning to gain New Zealand an upper hand, India fought back with Shami and Ishant bowling their hearts out. Yet again it was the New Zealand tail that hurt India but at the start of Day 6, read Day 5 because of all the rain, few would have fancied a New Zealand win. India, by all means, was in the contest. That draw was the most likely result at the start of the final day was borne out to us when Michael Holding, who has given cricket a new meaning with his pronouncements against racial abuse, told us, “I have not even watched the WTC final because of all the rain.” Holding, it was clear, wasn’t seeing much chance of a result.


Just like in the World Cup semi-final of 2019, lack of application in the first two hours of the final day hurt India bad. Virat was out to a widish delivery outside off stump, Pujara edged in the very next Jamieson over and Ajinkya played down the leg side to hand New Zealand the momentum. Rishabh was indiscreet and Jadeja fell to a well laid out trap. One bad session cost India the WTC like it had the 2019 World Cup.


Before a deep dive into the game, a note on fan behaviour, we feel, is pertinent. The Indian cricket team, violent social media reactions in the aftermath of the victory pointed out, simply can’t lose. If they do, god save them. So what if they have won in Australia and played some extraordinary cricket? So what if they have topped the rankings and made the WTC final? So what if they have repeatedly come back from hopeless situations and changed the narrative associated with Indian teams of the past? Having lost the WTC final, all that this team has achieved was forgotten. Pujara, praised for valour and labelled as the most courageous post Australia, was suddenly a liability for his lack of intent. Kohli is a poor captain, Shastri a poor coach, Ajinkya inconsistent, Rohit not good enough against the moving ball and Pant impulsive and irresponsible.


Does one defeat make this team a bad one? Two years of solid Test cricket can’t be undone by one bad session. Surely not. But why does it happen repeatedly? Are there lessons to be learnt? Mistakes have to be rectified and changes made to ensure the same mistakes aren’t repeated in future and that elusive ICC Trophy finally comes home. That’s the moot point we are going to focus on in this chapter.


For the record, New Zealand had last won an ICC event in 2000. They lost in the final in 2015 and 2019 and finally laid their hands on the silverware in 2021. Not once was Williamson and his team castigated for losing finals and nor were they trashed by fans back home. Making a final isn’t easy and fans appreciated the effort. India, however, is different. We are a disturbed country with very little patience and calm. A win makes the team the best and a loss the worst ever. There is nothing in between, and this overreaction is something Indian cricket can do without going forward.


There is no doubt India has lost a high stakes final. But that doesn’t take away from the fact that we held the Test mace for four years in a row. We know we have the bowling attack to pick 20 wickets. We know we have a very good system of workload management in place. We know we have the 99 per cent. And now it is the quest for that 1 per cent that should drive Virat and his team. The home stretch is what is missing. That final sprint where Usain Bolt would look back and celebrate. That final push that allows Novak Djokovic to go past Tsitsipas and win at Roland Garros. That final pass under pressure that made Maradona the greatest ever. For Virat, the bulk of the work has been done, and it is the story of the 1 per cent that will drive him the next few months. And luckily for him he has the World T-20 to look forward to. In conditions he knows well, it is a format that is consumed and watched by millions in India. It is the perfect stage for him to get the monkey off his back and loosen the noose that has been tightening for a while.


But why does it happen repeatedly? How is it that India continues to underperform in a big final?


Virat has now led the team in three ICC knockout games and lost all three. Inevitably, pressure will start to build on him. However much he says every game is part of a process and there is no additional pressure, deep down we all know Virat is human and is expected to feel the walls closing in. While outside noise doesn’t matter much, for a proud performer like Virat losing finals can’t come easy. The enormity of each of these occasions will eventually get to him and it’s only natural. That he is a quality act was never doubted. But what he wants and something he has alluded to in the past is that he aspires to take India over the line in a key ICC knockout platform. He hasn’t been able to so far and it will push him no doubt. The journey has to continue. For him and for India.


A deep dive into India’s Test performances in the last three years throw up some key findings. Repeatedly the opposition tail has hurt India. Despite having a well-rounded bowling attack, we could not polish off the lower order and ended up conceding valuable runs, which in turn has proved decisive. Sam Curran hurt us in England in 2018, Kyle Jamieson hurt us in New Zealand in 2020 and both Jamieson and Southee did so in the World Test Championship final yet again. What could have been an Indian lead of 10–15 runs ended up being a deficit of 32, which eventually proved critical. There is a huge difference between a chase of 139 and a chase of 180. Had India not conceded the lead, the outcome could have been different. However, what ifs don’t make history. Ground realities do. And the reality is India wasn’t able to close out the New Zealand innings. For some reason or the other, the bowlers faltered in the home stretch. We did not see a single yorker from Jasprit Bumrah to the New Zealand tail. Nor did we see him pepper Southee or Boult with the short stuff. The short ball from Shami to Jamieson got us a wicket, but it wasn’t followed up with one to Southee. In contrast, Wagner was at Jadeja for overs, trying to unsettle him with the short stuff. Somehow, somewhere India is going wrong against the tail. We need a plan and need one urgently.


The second point that we need to make is that while we are conceding far too many to the opposition tail, our lower order hardly ever makes a telling contribution. In the WTC final, India lost the last three wickets in the first innings in a matter of four balls. And the manner in which they got out was even more disconcerting. It is as if they were all resigned to getting out and were waiting to be pounced upon by the opposition bowlers. While it is fair to say if the top order couldn’t fire what can the lower order do, in a close contest 15–20 runs becomes vital and the Indian tail can certainly play a part in scoring a few.


So what’s the way forward in remedying this? Is it possible for the existing battery of fast bowlers to get slightly better with the bat and contribute or is it too much to expect of them? While this will not be needed in Indian conditions, for overseas situations someone like Shardul Thakur in the absence of Hardik Pandya becomes crucial. Shardul can bat and bat well, has the ability to do a Southee or a Jamieson and more often than not score a few valuable runs to shore up the tail. With his ability to swing the ball, he can well be India’s answer to addressing this concern.


The other way round is a more fundamental rethink. India now has a huge number of options in the white ball format to choose from. They have a bench strength ready that can at any point come in and take control. Injury to Shreyas Iyer in March did not really hurt India because we have an equally good replacement in Suryakumar Yadav. And when Shreyas is fit, he will have to win his spot back and not get it automatically. Manish Pandey too is knocking the doors, and so are Sanju Samson and Ishan Kishan. If Ravindra Jadeja gets injured, India has Axar Patel and Krunal Pandya to fall back on. This isn’t the case yet with India’s batting in Test matches overseas. We don’t really have back-ups for our key batsmen. Who replaces Pujara at 3? Has Mayank done enough at the top to give us confidence? Can Hanuma really step up and be an option in the Test match batting line-up? Can K.L. Rahul be blooded in the middle order, for with him intent will never be an issue, something the captain alluded to in the post-match press conference after the WTC final defeat.


Is Pujara’s slowness hurting India? While Sachin Tendulkar, among others, talked up Pujara and while we celebrate him for all that he has done, is it time for him to try and reinvent the wheel one final time in his career? 8 of 54 and 15 of 80 did not really mean much for India in the final except to add to the pressure. While Pujara has been an emblem of valour and courage, can he recalibrate his batting one final time to help the team’s cause?


The feature of this Indian team has been its boldness. It was a bold decision to play Ravindra Jadeja in Melbourne ahead of a batsman and he stood up to the challenge and made it count. His all-round ability proved to be an asset and his improved batting skills meant we did not miss a batter. Did India miss a trick by playing two spinners in Southampton on a wicket where the spinners hardly ever bowled except in the last evening? Was it a defensive act to play both Ashwin and Jadeja in an attempt to shore up the batting because of the vulnerable tail? Could Shardul have been a better option doubling up as the fourth seamer while offering an option with the bat? Did the team management err on the side of caution going against their own philosophy of aggressive cricket? Did Ishant get tired in the New Zealand second innings and was that an issue for India?


In sport, the best challenge themselves every single day. Roger Federer, for example, is still pushing his 40-year-old body and making every practice session count. The hunger is relentless, and that’s what makes him the greatest champion of all. That’s what we expect from Virat and his team. Just like India reinvented the wheel after the 2019 World Cup semifinal and built a white ball team that can play in any condition with freedom and intent, we need the think tank to do the same for red ball cricket. We need back-ups for every position, men who will be ready to take on the mantle when the time comes. And we have seen what the youth are capable of in the series against Australia. It is fair to say that both Shami and Ishant are in the home stretch of their careers. Both great servants of the game, they aren’t expected to be around when the next WTC final comes up. We need Siraj, Prasidh Krishna, Avesh Khan and the next lot to be ready to take control when the baton eventually passes. That’s what process is all about. And that’s how you will keep knocking on the doors and be there and thereabout. For 20 years, New Zealand persevered. Williamson kept challenging his boys to stand tall and in doing so discovered match-winners like Jamieson. For them too it has been a process. And that’s what we need to emulate and learn.


The Big Final mindset


P.V. Sindhu, one of our great champions, had lost her 8th final in a row in 2019 when we managed to speak to her. Things between her and coach Pullela Gopichand had not yet gone south, and Gopi was with her when one of us had called. Sindhu, clearly, was distraught. We could hear her howl on the phone and her words, “I need to get over this. People think I can’t play under pressure. What they forget is winning a semifinal under pressure is equally important,” she said. Sindhu has since gone on to win the World Championship and make history for India. To say that Virat and his boys aren’t good enough under pressure is wrong. Gabba was huge pressure, as was Melbourne. To get all out for 36 and have the world’s eyes on you in the next outing can’t be easy. India dealt with it and did so successfully. So what is it about knockout games in ICC competitions that we have faltered time and again? Do we need acceptance rather than running away from the enormity of these contests? Will that help to stay grounded and embrace pressure?


Virat was asked on the eve of the WTC final if it was the biggest game of his life. His answer was routine. Most captains would say what he did. That it was yet another game, every game is important, and it is all part of a process. Surely he did not believe in what he said. This wasn’t a routine Test match. It wasn’t the first of a six match series. It was the big final and maybe it needed an acceptance of sorts from Virat. Sachin Tendulkar has a very nice thing to say about pressure. “There will always be pressure,” he says, before going on to add, “It is how you deal with it. Will you let it get on top of your head and push you down or will you ensure it is behind you and propel you forward?” Could accepting the importance of the occasion help Virat? Accept it is a big match. Accept it can change lives. Accept it is part of your legacy as captain, good and bad.


And it is also the ability to learn from failure that will define Virat as captain going forward. In fact, failure is often a better teacher than we will ever realise. The example to illustrate this point is India’s greatest shooter of all time, Abhinav Bindra. In his words, “Rio 2016 will always be the Olympics I was best prepared for. I had done everything I could possibly have. I managed to train for every eventuality that may come my way and was confident nothing could surprise me at Olympic stage. That’s why I have no regrets, for as an athlete all you can do is to prepare and then hope the result goes your way. It did not in Rio but so be it.”


Having followed his training closely, we tend to agree with him wholeheartedly. He even carried a portable machine to Rio, which would allow him to train on an unstable surface just in case there was a balance issue at the range. He had faced a similar situation in Athens in 2004, something that may have cost him an Olympic medal then despite being in good form. With experience he had learnt to deal with every probability, for that’s what he felt would give him the best shot at a second Olympic medal.


We have known Abhinav for a decade now. At least one of us can claim to be close friends with him since London 2012. Till then, he was India’s only individual gold medal winner and the biggest star but not someone we could claim to know closely. It all started when Abhinav lost in London. He had failed to defend his gold and failed to win back-toback Olympic medals.


Gagan Narang, another exceptional shooter of enormous potential, had won the bronze in the same event and opened India’s medal count. Narang was the present in London, while Abhinav was the fallen superhero. While all of us were seeking out Gagan for interviews, Boria remembers walking up to where Abhinav was taking off his jacket and observing his every movement. Any public show of disappointment could provide a story. How was he dealing with failure? This is what fans back home would want to know. Would he do something dramatic and quit the sport? But Abhinav, as we have learnt with time, is not about drama. He is rather boring to the extent of being predictable.


All he did in London was pack up his equipment, smile and quit the range. “I have lost, and that’s fine. I wasn’t good enough. Maybe I did not train hard enough is all he said.” That’s when we sensed something. Was he trying to say he lacked motivation? Couldn’t be, for we were talking about the Olympics and Abhinav had just squandered an opportunity to win back-to-back Olympic medals for himself and India. Was there something he did not want to speak about?


When we met a month after London, Abhinav had regained focus. He seemed at peace with himself and had started planning for the 2014 Commonwealth Games and the Incheon Asian Games that same year. Abhinav had not won a CWG gold medal, and it was something he wanted badly. The hunger that had driven him to push the limits in Beijing but had disappeared in London was back again, and he was mentally ready for one more crack at sporting glory.


Virat’s case is slightly different because he hasn’t yet tasted success at the global stage at an ICC event. The final frontier remains to be conquered. While there is no dearth of hunger, he needs to learn from failure and embrace it rather than trying to escape it and not speak about it. There is no harm in saying the world T-20 is a huge opportunity for him and the team to script history. That it is a platform he is much keen on making his own. Sport, as we all know, is the only platform that results in one failing in public. Fail before a billion plus eyeballs. But it is also the only platform that allows a performer to come back and win in public. There is always a Melbourne after Adelaide and that’s what Virat needs to remember and prepare for.


The World T-20


Irrespective of what happens in the five Test series against England, Virat’s India will go into the World T-20 as one of the favourites. The effort that has gone in the last two years has resulted in India having most bases covered. While it will be K.L. Rahul and Rohit Sharma to open, they also have the opportunity of getting the captain to start as was done in the T-20 series against England. He does so regularly for RCB and there is no reason he won’t be able to do so for India. And in Shikhar Dhawan, India has a good enough back-up to fall back on in case there is an injury scare to any of the first three openers. This is not to forget Ishan Kishan who was splendid on debut against England.


The middle order looks superb with Suryakumar Yadav starting to make his presence felt. Intent, the key word in cricket these days, is in abundance and between Surya, Rishabh and Hardik, India has enormous fire power to chase down any target. Jadeja in conditions that favour spin is always an asset and then there are the bowlers. Jasprit, his recent dip in form notwithstanding, remains a potent threat and in Shami, Chahar, Shardul, Prasidh and Avesh Khan, we have a fast bowling crop good enough to win important games. Finally, in Hardik, who is expected to bowl, Jadeja and Pant, we have three serious all-rounders who will add balance and depth to the team. In sum, Virat does have the team to mount a strong challenge for the crown.


But having a team doesn’t always translate into winning and that’s what India will need to guard against. There is England, a team with huge firepower, and also Australia, New Zealand and Pakistan, not to forget the West Indies. It will be a close tournament and the team which plays the best under pressure will be the last one standing.


The Quest Continues


Sachin Tendulkar had to wait for 22 years to get his hands on a World Cup. What could have been really painful for him was that India won the inaugural world T-20 in 2007, but he had chosen not to be a part of it. In a career like no other, not winning a World Cup was painful. Sachin persevered. With help from friends and family, he brushed off the low of 2007 and kept dreaming of the Wankhede as he trained hard every single day. Preparation, as he always says, was the key. The same it will be for Virat and his team. He has already come close multiple times. Just like Sachin had in 2003, he has already made multiple finals. He has batted well and led well and yet has ended up second best.


There is no doubt that life is testing Virat and this team. Pushing them harder than many. Little mistakes have been committed at key moments and the team as a whole has suffered. They haven’t yet played a perfect final, and that’s what it is all about. But that’s the reality everywhere, isn’t it? The human race keeps pushing the bar in whatever it does. Faced with Covid-19, scientists discovered vaccines in a year. Yet the vaccines aren’t perfect and the quest for perfection continues. Dehumanisation of the black race continues and we continue to push against inequality in sport. We have seen the success of BLM and yet we have cases like Siraj in Sydney and Ross Taylor in Southampton. That’s how it always is, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have a chance. We do and that’s why we fight. Always have and always will. Virat will too. His quest continues. 






Virat Kohli—The Absent Present




It was around 2 pm on January 18, and the enormity of what India was up against on day five at the Gabba was slowly dawning on us. Australia had set India a target of 328 and on a wearing pitch were overwhelming favourites to close out the series 2–1. The ball had started to misbehave from the cracks and it was going to be a serious test of India’s batsmen against the likes of Cummins, Hazelwood, Starc and Lyon. Maybe it was in an impulse that we sent a message to Virat Kohli. How good would it be had Virat been there on day five to bat at number four for India? India’s best batsman for years, he has the skill and pluck to stand up against a hostile fast bowling attack in alien conditions and more importantly is a figure of strength in the dressing room. Also, the way he had batted in the first innings at Adelaide against the pink ball was proof of his class, and his presence at the Gabba would have given the team that much more comfort going into the final day of the series.


Within minutes of sending the message Virat replied saying India had batsmen to do the job, and this is the day the team had been waiting for. He said it did not matter if he was there or not, for the men who were there at the Gabba were all capable of making history. Virat, it was clear, was the absent present in Brisbane. He was on paternity leave and may have been home in Mumbai with his wife and new-born daughter, but one side of him was at the Gabba with the boys urging them to achieve the unthinkable. “For years we have prioritised Test cricket. It is time we get the rewards for all the hard work we have put in,” he wrote. Candid and matter of fact. Losing wasn’t a consideration, and India’s captain had complete faith in his deputy and the rest of the boys doing duty in Australia. When we mentioned to him it will be the best series victory ever if it happens, Virat responded in a flash stating he will be the happiest for this was what the team had been building up to since he had taken over as India’s red ball captain in Australia in December 2014.


It wasn’t something Virat was telling us for the first time. In almost every interview we have done with him in the last seven years, and in almost every conversation we have had, he has repeatedly harped upon the importance of Test cricket. “If you wish to be remembered in cricket history, you need to do well in Test cricket” is the Virat mantra and is the message he has passed on to his team.


The first step in doing so, he believes, is fitness. His emphasis on fitness has rubbed off on the team and India, for the first time, is one of the fittest sides in the world across formats. Every second day he posts a photo of his workouts on social media and is like a Pied Piper in the dressing room. In matters of fitness, Virat isn’t restricted to cricket per se. He can compete with Cristiano Ronaldo or Rafael Nadal, and that has been his aim for years now. From bringing in high altitude training into his own regime to making the Yo-Yo Test compulsory for India’s cricketers, Virat has successfully carried the team with him on this fitness journey.


“The way I want to play Test cricket is if I have to dive and save a single in the 88th over of the day, I should be able to do so time and again. You need to be fit enough to push yourself till the very last ball of the day in the same manner that you do for the first ball,” Virat had once mentioned.


His philosophy was best borne out in a conversation with Boria at the launch of his book, Eleven Gods and a Billion Indians, in Kolkata in April 2018. With Sourav Ganguly on stage alongside Virat and with India due to tour England in the summer of that year, the conversation inevitably turned to Sourav opening his shirt at the Lord’s balcony during the 2002 Natwest Trophy final. That’s when Boria asked Virat if he would do the same if India won the World Cup in 2019 at Lord’s. A man with a good sense of humour, pat came Virat’s reply. “You will see Jasprit Bumrah, Hardik Pandya and a few others with me,” he said. Most Indian players now have sixpack abs, a hallmark of the present team, and a legacy of Kohli.


The other thing which Virat has done is addressed the key issue of fear of failure. Even after Adelaide, he was unafraid while facing the media and in declaring that he was finding it hard to come to terms with what happened. At the same time, he was confident Adelaide was an aberration and would never happen again. “I have to take accountability for my failures just as I take responsibility for my success,” he said to us in one of our many conversations last year. “The media has a job to do. They are within their rights to criticise me if they want. My job as the captain of the Indian cricket team is to lead the team to the best of my ability in all formats of the game. As long as I am true to myself and prepare for the best each time I step out to lead India, I am not concerned about what is being said or written about me. I know how hard I work and as long as my preparations are exactly the way I want them to be, results will come.”


It is this vision of his that helped us better understand the team’s midnight meeting at the end of the Adelaide loss. Soon after the defeat it was decided that the team wouldn’t talk any cricket that day and it was only in the evening the day after that they would meet for dinner and chart the way forward. Only the team’s think tank, which included the coaching staff and the captain and vice-captain, met late at night to take stock of what had happened. “In this meeting Virat mentioned to all of us he would speak to the team the next day, the evening before he left for India,” said Bharat Arun who was an important part of the deliberations. “We could sense how much he was hurting. As you have seen, he was batting superbly in the first innings and had the unfortunate run out not happened, we could have taken control of the game,” lamented Arun.


Arun’s statement had taken us back to a conversation we had with Virat after India had lost the World Cup semi-final to New Zealand in Manchester in July 2019. He had been dismissed for one to an incoming Trent Boult delivery, a ball that television replays showed was clipping the top of the stump. The decision could have gone either way, and it was unfortunate for Virat and for India that the umpire’s dreaded finger had gone up.


“Honestly, when we went to the World Cup I had this very strong feeling in my heart that the team would need me in some game and it would be a chase and I swear I had this feeling so strong that I am going to come not out at the end of the game and take India through that rough phase. And I really felt strongly that was the game [semi-final vs New Zealand]. When I walked out to bat, I knew this is the game, but maybe that was my ego talking because how can you predict something like that? You can only have a strong feeling, or maybe it was a strong desire of mine. But it did not turn out that way. My dismissal was really disappointing for me. This wasn’t because I hadn’t scored. It was because I had failed to contribute to the team and we had lost a match that we should have won,” he said.


Adelaide, somehow, appeared similar. India had gone into the first Test as holders of the Border–Gavaskar Trophy, having beaten Australia for the first time in 71 years in 2018–2019 under Virat. And immediately before the Test series had played superbly to notch up an impressive 2–1 T-20 series win and avenge the 1–2 loss in the 50 overs format. Just like in World Cup 2019, the build-up had been perfect. With an impressive bowling attack led by Jasprit Bumrah and Mohammed Shami, many believed the pink ball Test was India’s best chance to go 1–0 up in the series. And it all seemed to go to plan when Virat and Ajinkya were batting together on the first day. While in the World Cup it was Martin Guptill’s direct throw run out of


M.S. Dhoni, at Adelaide it was a misunderstanding between the captain and the vice-captain that handed Australia the momentum. It was against the run of play that Australia got Virat’s wicket, and suddenly things started going downhill for India. Though the bowlers did well to eke out a first innings lead, it was the dreaded 45 minutes on the third morning that finished the game. Much like in Manchester where the Indian top order had failed against Trent Boult and Matt Henry, in Adelaide it was Cummins and Hazlewood who ran through the Indians. It was 45 minutes of bad cricket and it’s all it had taken in two of India’s biggest games in recent memory to shatter Virat’s dream.


How much did these failures hurt Kohli, and how difficult was it for him to come to terms and look ahead? How has he dealt with success and failure when he is hounded by trolls across multiple social media platforms?


Virat, who by his own admission hates losing, has a rather interesting take on dealing with failure. “It is not easy. If you ask me, do I get affected by failure? Yes, I do. Everyone does. I am human at the end of the day. It is difficult to process failure at the big stage. But you have to understand that I totally believe in the fact that what’s meant for you will happen. Success and failure are a part of everything that we do in life, Whether it is sport or daily life, it is the truth of life and you need to accept both with grace. That’s the thing I have learnt. You can’t say I am the king of the world when you succeed or we are invincible now and when you fail you beat yourself down so much that you can’t wake up again. In fact, failure is a great way to analyse what went wrong and to improve on those. Cricket is all about that. Life is all about that. Making a mistake and having the courage and clarity to say okay I have made a mistake is most important. I will not be egoistic about it. Rather, I will rectify the mistake and walk forward,” says Virat.


That’s exactly what his team did in Australia. At no point was the team overawed by failure and Virat, despite being on paternity leave, was in regular touch with the team’s think tank on issues of strategy and selection. In fact, as India’s batting coach Vikram Rathour mentioned in an interview on Ravi Ashwin’s YouTube channel, “[The idea to promote Pant in Sydney] came from Virat to be honest. He said, ‘In case we play both left-handers, it will be a good idea if we can send Pant at no. 5 so that we can have a left–right combination. We discussed it with Ajinkya also… [In the second innings] we were going for the runs. The intent was not to draw the Test. Till we could, we were going to go for the win. That was the right time to send him in.”


While we were intently listening to Virat during the interview mentioned above, in our sub-conscious we were also trying to notice his body movements. There was a silent resoluteness about him when he spoke about the World Cup defeat. Make no mistake, it still hurts him. A proud athlete, Virat is determined and committed to winning a world title and will leave no stone unturned in the next two years to do so. With a bowling attack that can now win him games anywhere in the world, he knows he has the ammunition to mount a real challenge for the title in the world T-20 at home later this year. And the key to consistency is the fitness he has now made a second habit for himself and for most of his teammates. For him, it is a mission. “Soon after I made fitness a mission, I could sense the changes and realised this was the way forward. I could bat for longer periods and field with intensity without getting tired. As high performance athletes, this is the global fitness standard that we needed to aspire to,” he keeps saying.


Hearing Virat speak after the Australia series win and seeing how invested he is in making India the world’s best Test cricket team, we can’t but help go back to the early Kohli who had visited Australia in 2011–12.


At Perth in January 2012 the Australians, as they often do, had got under Virat’s skin. Not able to handle the heckling from spectators, Kohli descended to low-level combat, showing the middle finger to a particularly noisy section of the crowd after they called him a “wanker”. The anger (mis)management was a feature of early Kohli, and there were concerns if it would impede a full blossoming of his talent.


Two months down the line, it was a very different story. Kohli had just scored a match-winning 183 against Pakistan in Dhaka in a match that had ended close to midnight. The media, present in strength, were waiting for the Kohli sound byte before filing their match reports. At Mirpur, the press conference enclosure is on the opposite side of the pavilion and one has to trek across the ground to reach the media enclosure. On his way to the media centre, Virat suddenly stopped, turned and started jogging towards a section of his fans in the stands. Some 2,000 spectators had stayed back after the match and were still screaming “Kohli, Kohli” with gusto. Virat, to the surprise of many present, obliged them first with photographs and autographs before turning his attention to the media. He was fully aware, of course, of what he was doing, and he even apologised to the media contingent as soon as he entered the press conference room.


The transformation had begun.


A new maturity and a new composure now seemed to cloak the aggressive on-field persona. In November 2013, after playing his 200th Test and his last international game, Sachin sat in the Wankhede dressing room, all by himself, contemplating the moment. Here’s what happened next, in his own words: “As I sat in the dressing room, Virat walked up to me. I could see tears in his eyes as he approached me and held out a gift for me. It was evidently something very close to his heart. He said his dad had given it to him [a family heirloom for good luck] and he’d always wondered who he would pass it on to. I was speechless that he’d considered me worthy of such a rare honour. As we hugged, a lump had formed in my throat, and I asked Virat to leave before I burst into tears.”


By 2016–17, when Virat fully took over the captaincy in all formats, the transformation was complete. Still combative and always a straight-shooter, he was unafraid to call the Australian captain a cheat without ever using the word or taking on the media for criticising M.S. Dhoni and questioning his place in the team. It is no surprise that the man has the unqualified loyalty of the squad and the support staff. He wasn’t perturbed by the cutting words of outgoing coach Anil Kumble in June 2017, nor by the backlash on social media prompted by the Kumble ouster.


This extreme self-assurance, mistaken for arrogance by some, is also key to understanding the Virat Kohli phenomenon. That, and what Tendulkar describes as his “peripheral vision”. “He can read the game brilliantly and can anticipate the run of play well in advance. That’s what makes him stand out.” Sachin might even credit him with a kind of cricketing prescience, apart from the ability to pace his knock to a nicety. “That’s why he is so good in a run chase. He knows and understands where a match can be [before it gets to that point], which helps him marshal his resources better,” says Sachin.


Most importantly, at the moment Virat is completely at peace with himself, his game and where he wants to take Indian cricket. The 2019 World Cup is history and so is Adelaide and mentally he has already started gearing up for the T-20 World Cup at home in October 2021.


He wanted to win a World Test Championship, the ICC blue riband tournament that would have had a definitive impact on his legacy. It didn’t happen but Virat Kohli will not stop trying.


And if you speak to him for long, you can sense the commitment that defines Virat on the field. A supreme athlete committed to a cause, Indian cricket, we have to say, is in a good space with Virat around.


The Versus Debate


Real Madrid’s Cristiano Ronaldo and Gareth, Brazil’s Pele and Garrincha, Australia’s Steve Waugh and Shane Warne or closer home India’s Sunil Gavaskar and Kapil Dev— relations between these super-achievers has never been the most amiable. In fact, can never be. Anyone who follows high performance sport will agree relations between such achievers will mostly be frosty. Gary Kirsten had explained this to us best the morning after India beat Pakistan in the semi-final at Mohali during CWC 2011. Gary was having breakfast when we bumped into him and congratulated him on India’s famous win. And added how he had managed superstar egos really well and got them to be friends with each other. That’s when Gary smiled and put things in perspective. “Do you think all of these players are friends? Can it ever happen? 11 and more high-achievers, each of who will have their own whims and fancies, can never be friends. Frankly, they need not be. All I want as coach is when the last catch goes up and whoever is under the ball the rest of the 14 should pray he takes the catch for India. Their private time, likes and dislikes, are theirs and I have nothing to do with it.”


The same should apply to Virat Kohli and Rohit Sharma and to Virat Kohli and Ajinkya Rahane. Do Virat and Rohit have to be best friends to be captain and vice-captain of the Indian team and yield the best results? Is it necessary after every Virat failure in white ball cricket to say that he needs to be replaced by Rohit? Was it necessary to debate at the end of the Australia tour if it is time to look beyond Virat and hand Ajinkya the Test captaincy? The answer to each of these questions is a flat NO. Steve Waugh and Shane Warne, never really friendly to each other, presided over the most successful era in Australian cricket. While we in the media are happy debating and wasting newsprint on a possible rift between Virat and Rohit, we wonder why is it too hard for us to accept that difference of opinion at this level is the norm and not an aberration. As long as Virat reaches out to Rohit and Ajinkya as captain, only if he feels the need to that is, we should be happy. For the record, he did so multiple times in the Test series versus England in February–March. As long as Ajinkya and Rohit are willing to respond to the calls of the captain and do their best, Indian cricket is well served.


On multiple occasions in the last two years, Virat Kohli has said on record that Rohit Sharma is the best white ball cricketer in the world. By every yardstick it was praise of the very highest order coming from the very best in the world. Again, when the media was gunning for Ajinkya after the first Test against England at Chennai, Virat stood up for his deputy. “Ajinkya Rahane is, I have said this many times in the past as well, along with Cheteshwar Pujara, our most important Test batsman, and he is going to continue to be. We believe in his abilities, we have believed in his abilities for a long time now. He is an impact player,” said the captain.


Rift or no rift, that should be enough. For the sake of Indian cricket, Virat showed perfect sportsperson spirit in praising his colleagues. Was there an ulterior motive in doing so is the most ridiculous question to ask.


Speculation on a possible rift between Virat and Rohit was fuelled by one of them un-following the other on Twitter or Instagram. For the sake of argument, let’s agree that they don’t want to follow each other’s posts. The question to ask is so what? When they get on the flight to England in summer, they will do so as the captain and vice-captain of the Indian cricket team. They will have one singular purpose—start what has been labelled mission T-20 World Cup. While neither of them have spoken on the matter and rightly so, the real question has not been asked. Is it necessary that Virat and Rohit or Virat and Ajinkya and their respective families have to like each others’ company socially for them to best serve Indian cricket?


All we should care for is how much they like each other’s company while batting or fielding. Do they brainstorm together when making plans for Joe Root or Steve Smith? Virat has been involved in very important partnerships with both Rohit and Ajinkya, and on multiple occasions celebrated their contributions. Most recently, when Rohit and Ajinkya were involved in a stellar partnership against England on a rank turner in Chennai, Virat was seen to be applauding every stroke and every run scored. As proud professionals, they know what they need to do out there in the 22 yards. No one hurts more than the captain and the vice-captain when India fails. None of us can ever feel the same pain as them. And none of us can ever have the same resolve as them to leave disappointments behind and move on. Indian cricket needs all three of them to do so, and that’s all that matters.


While the last word on this issue has not been written, suffice to say that as long as Virat, Rohit and Ajinkya know their respective roles in the team and help India win important matches and tournaments, not one cricket fan should bother if they like each other or not.
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