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To every Sachin fan who has shouted Sachinnn Sachinnn all their lives




Editorial


Shakib Al Hasan was two when Sachin Tendulkar made his debut for India. When Tendulkar announced his retirement in 2013, Shakib was asked to write a newspaper column as tribute. He started it thus: ‘I should have sought the permission of Sachin before attempting to write on him. He is the God of cricket, and how can I be expected to write about the God?’


Note that he didn’t call him The Greatest or The Best Ever. But God. In a nutshell, that summed up what Tendulkar has had to live with for nearly three decades. And whether it was the woman running the bookshop at the Taj Coromandel in Chennai, a steward at St George’s Park in Gqeberha (formerly Port Elizabeth) or a security officer in Lahore, they all wanted to know the same thing once they had seen you speak to him. ‘What’s he really like?’ How can you even begin to answer that?


Think about it. Tendulkar has been a public figure for five different decades. More words have been written about him than there are people in Australia. He got standing ovation when he walked out to bat wherever he was in the world. But ask yourself this. How much do you know about the man behind the numbers, the character behind the prodigy who became one of the greatest there ever has been?


There are some echoes here of Joe DiMaggio, baseball’s Yankee Clipper, who was even immortalised in song by Simon and Garfunkel. Many know of the 56-game hitting streak and the roses on Marilyn Monroe’s grave till he died nearly two decades after she did, but few could answer the question: ‘Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio, a nation turns its lonely eyes to you?’


Like the baseball legend, Tendulkar is often as inscrutable as the Sphinx. When he speaks, he’s invariably measured and thoughtful. But he makes sure he never says too much. As a result, there are no raging debates and even fewer controversies. There certainly isn’t the public soap opera that was DiMaggio’s tempestuous relationship with Monroe.


His family knows what he’s like. A few friends do as well. The thing is, they’re not going to talk to you. Omerta isn’t just a Sicilian word. It sums up Tendulkar’s inner circle. If you go blabbing to the tabloids or TV channels, you cease to be part of it.


For someone who grew up with unrelenting public scrutiny, Tendulkar has done remarkably well to avoid the pitfalls that snared many of his contemporaries. A wife and an older brother who guards his privacy as zealously as he does have helped, and so too did a management team that made him a household name without losing the mystique.


During his playing days, opportunities to do something ‘normal’ were a rarity. In India, visits to the cinema meant wigs and disguises. Going for a drive meant waiting for the wee hours and deserted roads. A family holiday involved travelling to places like Iceland, where there was little danger of anyone intruding on private time. It’s a life that few can relate to, leave alone understand.


It wasn’t always that way. As a teenager, who had returned from his first touring season, he loved to go around the city with friends in his new Maruti 800. In pre-liberalisation India, where trappings of success were very rare, it was almost unthinkable for an 18-year-old to own a car, however modest. But Tendulkar did, and he loved taking friends for a spin.


At Yorkshire in 1992, as the county’s first overseas professional, he was given a sponsored car. Again, he loved zipping around in it, travelling here and there with Vinod Kambli, his great friend and batting partner from school days, who was playing some league cricket at the time. There were even impromptu meals at McDonald’s, and when he left after a stint that helped remove many barriers at the most traditional of clubs, he spoke fondly of the experience.


It was the last normal summer of his life. As India opened up its economy and cricket became a big business—the board’s first TV deal back in 1993 was worth $40,000—Tendulkar became the symbol of an aspirational generation. His appeal cut across age groups. Those in their 70s and 80s loved him because he was grounded and respectful. The younger lot loved him for his boundless enthusiasm and the flint-hard toughness that ensured no one could push him around. He was a new India that hadn’t cast adrift its roots.


As your fame grows and the expectations grow ever higher, where does a man go to be himself? Childhood friends like Atul Ranade speak of a boy who used to be a bit of a playground bully, someone who aspired to emulate John McEnroe when most Indians preferred the calmness of Bjorn Borg. The boy-man shared McEnroe’s rage to excel, but it was cloaked in the sort of composure that even Borg couldn’t maintain for more than a decade.


His younger teammates loved him because he never pulled rank. Yuvraj Singh, who dedicated his World Cup-winning exploits to Tendulkar, and Harbhajan Singh won’t hear a word against him, while Virender Sehwag always said he was one of the few players he’d pay to go and watch.


When Anil Kumble released a book of photographs over a decade ago, taken during the years he spent touring the world with the Indian team, some of the best ones were those taken during a team-bonding exercise under Gary Kirsten, India’s coach between 2008 and 2011. One had Tendulkar wearing a long-haired wig and pretending to be Gabbar Singh, the iconic dacoit from the Hindi movie Sholay, which broke all box-office records when he was three years old. Ishant Sharma, gawky and towering over him, was Basanti, the object of his ‘lustful’ affections.


The serious side is not universally known, mainly because he has always believed that acts of kindness should be carried out away from the spotlight. The involvement with charity started primarily because of Annabel Mehta, his mother-in-law, who has been closely involved with Apnalaya. This organisation has worked with Mumbai’s impoverished children for half a century. But while that remains close to his heart, he has since lent his support to many other worthwhile causes.


Few of those are closer to his heart than India’s armed forces. After the terror attack in Mumbai in 2008, he appeared in a commercial for a bank with the compelling line: ‘I play for India, now more than ever.’ After a match-winning century against England in Chennai a few weeks later, he spoke of how it was the least he could do to lift national morale and of his boundless respect for the troops and commandos who had fought to bring the situation under control.


A few weeks after India’s World Cup win in 2011, he was linked via satellite from a hotel room in Mumbai to the Paraplegic Rehabilitation Centre in Khadki (near Pune). Most soldiers there suffered spinal injuries during army operations and were paralysed below the waist or, in some cases, from the neck down.


During the chat, he promised them that he would visit when he was next in Pune. So he did, too, a few weeks later, donating 1,000,000 Rupees simultaneously. During the two hours he spent with the soldiers, he watched them play basketball in wheelchairs. One of them was also a promising archer, and Tendulkar insisted that he would sponsor his trip to the world championships in Turin.


‘Off the field, he’s a different person,’ says Sunandan Lele, a writer and friend who has accompanied him on several of these trips. ‘He’s wary of associating with too many charities because not everyone is straightforward, but whenever he’s convinced about a cause, he does it wholeheartedly. For example, after meeting the army men, he was in tears of joy as much as anything. A lot of people send such folk money and presents. But to go and spend time with them…very few do what Sachin does. He constantly tells me to arrange such things and says he’ll make time for it.’


After his retirement, Tendulkar was, for a time, part-owner of the Kerala Blasters football team in the Indian Super League (ISL). Despite having produced a couple of cricketers for India in recent decades, Kerala remains a football state where you’re much more likely to come across a 30-foot cardboard cutout of Lionel Messi or Cristiano Ronaldo than one of Virat Kohli.


But even at the Nehru Stadium in Kochi, where he took his only two five-wicket hauls in international cricket, the Tendulkar factor was unmistakable. During the first season of the ISL in 2014, with the team struggling to sneak into the playoffs, Tendulkar attended their penultimate home game. Before kickoff, the mood was comparatively subdued. But when Tendulkar left the plush confines of the owners’ box to take a lap of the stadium, the yellow-clad hordes were on their feet. The chants of ‘Sach-in, Sach-in’, India’s cricket soundtrack for nearly a quarter century, were deafening, and you could see the joy and gratitude in Tendulkar’s eyes as he soaked in the acclaim.


His journey from boy to man took place partly in the public eye, and that evolution can be traced partly through the endorsements that made him the nation’s most recognisable figure. Some will have seen footage of his first TV interview as a 15-year-old. Tom Alter, of American descent but an institution in Indian cinema, asked the questions, and a gauche Tendulkar, who was clearly ill at ease expressing himself, tried to answer. You sensed that he would rather be 60 yards away, in the middle of the vast Wankhede Stadium.


A year later, he was seen with Kapil Dev, one of his heroes, in a commercial for a health drink. ‘Boost is the secret of my energy’ was the tagline, and again he came across as enthusiastic but stilted, a young man who preferred the camera to be on him only when he had a bat or ball in hand.


By the mid-1990s, the persona had started to change. He was noticeably more comfortable in front of a camera or microphone, and the commercials revealed a sense of fun that was worlds apart from the shy teenager. By then, he had also become a young man apart, the first to ink a multi-million-dollar deal in Indian sport. Long before the David Beckham phenomenon took over England, Tendulkar signed a deal with Worldtel in October 1995 that guaranteed him upward of $7 million over the next five years.


He has endorsed everything from shoes to cola to cars and the humble ballpoint pen. But there was always a line drawn in the sand. ‘I will never advertise tobacco and alcohol,’ he once said. ‘I’ve received huge offers and turned them down because I feel I can’t do that. They have tried to tempt me, but I think my family—and the principles I was raised with—have really helped me. It was never an option.’


As he travelled the world and became wiser about its ways, he indulged in some of his passions, taking a ride in a South African air-force jet—he loves speed of any kind, somehow appropriate for someone that Dennis Lillee turned down at the MRF Pace Foundation as a prospective fast bowler—and sampling the great cuisines of the world.


That love of food gave rise to Tendulkar’s and Sachin’s, two restaurants in Mumbai that he started in partnership with Sanjay Narang. Both featured plenty of autographed memorabilia and extensive menus that were affordable on a one-off basis for even his lower middle-class fans. What most visitors loved, though, were the personal touches. The menu told you which dishes were Tendulkar’s favourites, and it’s also worth noting that the cutlery had also been handpicked by the man whose eye for detail extended to much more than the opposition bowlers.


Many worship him for what he has achieved. There are a few that envy him. But the vast majority just struggle to comprehend how he has grown to middle age with such serenity. It’s not been easy, this life of extremes. There have been times when it was easy to spot the yearning for normalcy. During the South African tour of 2006-07, when India played a warm-up game against a second-rung Kwa-Zulu Natal side at the small and picturesque Crusaders’ Ground in Durban, Tendulkar was one of those rested.


On the first afternoon, at lunchtime, his son, Arjun, then just seven, went out to bat, left-handed, against some other kids. His father watched intently from outside the small pavilion, offering no advice but with a mixture of pride and apprehension—would the more ruthless perhaps judge the little boy?—on his face. It was the sort of mundane snapshot that life mainly had denied him.


The man and woman on the street connect to him for myriad reasons. It may have to do with having grown up with him. Or maybe it’s just hard to think of anyone else who brings so many Indians together. One of Tendulkar’s most celebrated fans was the late Lata Mangeshkar, India’s nightingale. Of the thousands of songs she gave life to, one from Bollywood’s 1960s golden age has the immortal lines: ‘Tu Jahan Jahan Chalega, Mera Saaya Saath Hoga [Wherever you go, my shadow will follow you]’. It isn’t only the hardcore cricket fan that feels that way about Tendulkar and his life and career quite unlike any other.




Anjali, the Best Half




ANJALI TENDULKAR


When you live with someone long enough, they become a part of you. To write about Sachin, therefore, isn’t easy—because it is a reflection of myself as much as it is about him. We have known each other for 33 years now. Every day has been a celebration of our similarities and differences. We have gone through different stages of our partnership, like every couple—courtship, marriage, becoming parents, and to now seeing our children become adults and carve out their own lives.


We come from very different cultural backgrounds. Yet, we have been brought up with the same value systems. Both of us believe in according every person’s dignity and respect. What is praiseworthy about Sachin is that despite all the fame and adulation, he still treats everyone equally. Irrespective of someone’s position in society, he treats everyone the same. Whoever comes to our home is our guest—and they will be treated with the same warmth. Money, power and success are immaterial; what comes foremost is that every person is a unique human being who deserves respect. Sachin and I feel very strongly about this, which we have tried to pass on to our children as well.


We have differences as well. For example, both of us love gadgets. But I would go through the operations manual before I start operating one, whereas Sachin would be more hands-on, and he would work his way through the device and figure it out by using it.


We have both supported each other in our personal and professional lives. When Sachin played for India, there would be phases when I realized he needed to be given the space required. Likewise, he has been a very supportive partner. Many people have asked me what I have planned for Sachin’s 50th birthday. We have been very private people—so this birthday will be no different. It’ll be something with very close friends and family.




Teammates




SOURAV GANGULY


Sachin is and will always remain a special person. And it was an absolute pleasure to have him and his family with us for my 50th birthday celebrations in London in July 2022. It was much like old times. We had a lot of food together and just chatted. Went back in time to the good old days. To the many moments, we have spent together. To the many successes and failures, we shared together. What was fantastic was the presence of a grown-up Sara, who I had seen as an infant in New Zealand in 1997. I had taken our daughters out for dinner, and it was such a heartwarming sight to see the two beautiful ladies converse. In 1997 Sara was finding it hard to adjust to the time zone in New Zealand. It was natural for an infant. And I remember Anjali sitting in the hotel lobby at night with baby Sara on her lap to try and allow Sachin some sleep, for we had a game the next day. Dona and I would take turns to give her a break, and to see the same Sara grow up into such a beautiful, intelligent girl is an absolute delight. Anjali was also there for my 50th, which made the whole experience special. Some relationships just mean a lot to you. My bond with Sachin is one such.


Sachin and I go back a really long way. The first time I met Sachin was at an under-14 camp in Indore. We were 13, Sachin eight months younger, and we were there at the camp conducted by Vasu Paranjpe under the aegis of the Madhya Pradesh Cricket Association. Sanjay Jagdale was instrumental in putting the camp together. I first noticed that the curly-haired boy from Bombay just loved to bat. He was the first at the nets and just kept batting. Such was his passion and intensity that Vasu had to eventually pull him out on occasions. Sachin would just bat, bat and bat. At the camp, everyone talked about him, and it was apparent that he was blessed with exceptional talent. He would hold the bat lower than the norm; this would mean he’d not feel the pressure of his heavy bat. He already had all the shots in the book and timed the ball beautifully.


After that first meeting, Sachin had catapulted himself into the national reckoning within a couple of years. He had already scored hundreds at the Ranji and Irani trophies before he was 17. So it wasn’t a surprise that at 16, he was picked for the Indian tour to Pakistan in 1989. I did not watch many of his knocks in Pakistan as I was touring with the Bengal team. However, I watched the one match where he took apart Abdul Qadir. It was a rain-curtailed ODI reduced to a 20-over-a-side exhibition contest. However, when it is an India versus Pakistan match, it can never be not seriously competitive. When Sachin came out to bat, the asking rate had gone well over 10 an over, and India needed a miracle. That nearly happened, thanks to Sachin. He went ballistic and scored 53 of 18 balls, and in the process, hit four sixes to Qadir to all corners of the ground. It was incredible hitting. Once again, it was an announcement to the broader cricket world that he was special. Eventually, India lost by a meagre four runs.


We again met during India’s tour to Australia in 1992. I was part of the team but wasn’t expected to play the Tests, while Sachin gradually established himself as the team’s premier batsman. Importantly, we were roommates during this tour, and I remember him in Sydney the night before he went on to get his first century in Australia. India was down 0-2, and we needed to play well in Sydney to regain confidence. Sachin just refused to sleep that night. I remember telling him that if he was to play the next day, he desperately needed to sleep. He said he couldn’t and started telling me where he would hit McDermott and the others! By midnight I was asleep, leaving him to his devices. The next day he said to me that he was starved of sleep and that he’d nap on the dining table in the team dressing room at the SCG. He asked me to wake him up at the fall of the next wicket. Sachin was to bat at number six, and I woke him up when Azhar got out. He said he was refreshed now that he’d had some sleep. It was odd how he could sleep on a dining table! He played a terrific innings of 148, not out, and I believe we should have won the Sydney Test.


However, his best of the series was yet to come. It came in Perth in what was the world’s fastest wicket. The WACA pitch is now slower than in 1992, and it was undoubtedly one of the hardest wickets to bat on. Sachin’s height made it more challenging to negotiate the excessive bounce, for it was impossible for a short man to play shots in front of the wicket. I can say it was the best innings of his career. To score a hundred on that wicket against the Australian bowling attack was simply sensational. Most of our other batsmen weren’t even able to get bat on ball, and here was an 18-year-old putting together a batting master class.


After the Australia tour, I was dropped from the Indian team, and it was in 1996 that Sachin and I again shared the dressing room in England. I batted well in the tour games leading up to the tests, and he came up to me one day to say my opportunity would come soon. I hadn’t played the first Test where he got a hundred. However, we lost the match at Edgbaston and conceded a 0–1 lead to England. I got my chance in the Second Test. I was to bat at three, while Sachin was to bat at four. We were not out overnight in our first partnership, and he kept telling me to play straight and get behind the line of the ball. The following day, he got out to a peach from Chris Lewis while I managed to get to a century. At tea, when I returned to the dressing room, my bat started to make a creaky sound due to the pounding it had taken. Sachin came up to me and said that I should just relax as I had to bat post tea, and he would tape my bat up. He did so, and I could keep playing with it through the innings. At the end of the day, he said it was just a start, and I should not give it away, and I had a long Test career ahead of me and should make the most of my talent.


We played a tour game between the second and third Tests at Hampshire in which I batted with one of Sachin’s bats because mine was broken. Our bats were of the same weight, and I remember walking up to him to ask if I could borrow a bat of his. He was accommodating as usual, and I got a hundred once again. Unfortunately, most of the other teammates were very senior, so I couldn’t ask them for their bats. Sachin and I had been friends for nearly a decade, which was par for the course.


In the next Test at Trent Bridge, we both got hundreds. I remember in one particular session before lunch, he was finding it extremely difficult to negotiate the swing. He was beaten several times but, being a true great, was still not out on 30 or so at lunch. I was unbeaten at 44 when we went back for the breather. Watching from the other end, I felt Sachin was going too hard at the ball when he could have just timed the deliveries. Over lunch, I told him hushedly where he was going wrong. Post lunch, he was a different batsman. In fact, he reached his hundred before me, and Geoffrey Boycott said on commentary that he wondered what Sachin had for lunch, for he had come out a completely different batsman.


He is the greatest cricketer I have ever seen. I haven’t seen Bradman, but he is as close to perfection as you can get. His insatiable hunger and incredible talent made him an absolute genius. When people say things about him, I point to them the 100 international hundreds. Can you imagine the hunger and motivation of a player who has achieved that? The difference between Sachin and a really good player is that the latter, if he scores a hundred in the first innings and has once again scored a fifty in the second, will, in all likelihood, play one loose shot after that. It happened to us all. Sachin, however, will leave nothing to chance and will get the second innings hundred as well. That’s why I always say that Lara was great and Ponting was brilliant, but Sachin, without hesitation, is the greatest.


I will not be exaggerating if I say that, barring Sachin; no one knows his game better than I do. In fact, on occasions, I could read his mind with consummate ease. If he shuffled across to the off side with his feet at an angle, I could sense that he was lining himself up to go over square leg. In fact, it once happened that he was trying to hit Shaun Pollock over square leg and was moving towards his off stumps to do so. The pitch did not offer enough pace for the shot, and it was apparent that the wily Pollock wouldn’t bowl him a short one. I went up to him and told him as much, and he soon changed his plan of attack.


Of course, he would do the same to me and often cautioned me from playing too many shots on the off side. Having batted for years together, we could read each other’s minds, making batting together enjoyable.


While I can keep going on and on about the best batsman I have seen and played with, I will restrict myself to talking about one more incident for the paucity of space. This is about the 2003 World Cup in South Africa. It was a tournament where we played some of our best cricket ever, and Sachin was in imperious form right through.


Before the tournament, there was a debate over his batting position. I felt he should bat at number four and guide the middle order. Needless to say, I was wrong. We had a meeting in South Africa between John Wright, Anil Kumble, Sachin and myself, and Anil suggested that he open the batting for us. I asked Sachin what he wanted to do, and he preferred to bat at the top of the order. I had never imposed my wish on my teammates and agreed to the proposition. The rest, as they say, is history. Sachin tore into opposition bowling attacks and guided us to the final. And this included playing one of his best knocks ever against Pakistan at Centurion on 1 March 2003.


Pakistan had scored a challenging 273 batting first. While walking out at mid-innings, I asked Sachin if we should have a team talk. He was clear we shouldn’t. He said we were already playing very well, and there was no need to disturb the momentum. Discussion would only end up confusing the boys. So I dropped the idea and left it to him to go out and play his game. Needless to say, he did. We hit 60 in the first five overs, and soon it was all over for Pakistan. Sachin again did it for us with an innings of the highest calibre. It was the tournament’s most high-pressure encounter, and he delivered when it mattered the most.


While wishing him a very happy 50th birthday, it is time I say it for one final time. He is the best I have seen and will ever see. No batsman in the next decade and more can score 100 international hundreds. Well done, my friend. And a very happy birthday.




HARBHAJAN SINGH


When I got scared seeing an angry Sachin


I was 13 when I first got a glimpse of Sachin Tendulkar but sadly, from a height of at least 30 feet and an 80-metre distance.


Indian and Sri Lankan teams were engaged in one among its innumerable bilateral ODIs back in 1993–94. Little did I know then that I would be a fixture of many such contests in the future. That day, I was one of the designated ball boys who had been summoned from local academies. But a problem arose, and there were way too many ball boys at the boundary line.


So one of the officials told me to climb up the iron stairs and help the scorers run the Manual scoreboard. So even when India fielded, Sachin mostly stood in the inner circle. So I was dejected. But I did watch Vinod (Kambli) closely standing near the boundary line.


But I did enjoy one thing. Sachin scored quite a few runs, and it was fun helping the scorer change the digit plates. However, once the match ended, those were pre-ACU days, and everyone tried entering the dressing room. Police could hardly control it as many organisers were trying to jostle for photos. I, the little sardar, climbed down the scoreboard and, with my pencil-thin frame, could manoeuvre easily among the big-bodied sardars and managed to sneak into the dressing room.


I saw Sachin for the first time; he was barely 20 and looked baby-faced. After that, I went back home and bragged about seeing Sachin to anyone who would listen. The first proper introduction to Sachin happened around three years later, in 1997, when I had already made a name in junior cricket as the guy who could bowl the doosra. I was summoned to India nets in Mohali before a Test match against Sri Lanka.


I bowled for a few days and for hours to all the India batters—Sachin, Rahul, and Dada. I was awestruck when I first saw Sachin at the other end of 22 yards. I was spellbound, as any fan would be. But there were no nerves while bowling, and he did tell me, ‘Aur mehnaat karna’.


I was indeed in a daze.


In a year, I was already playing for India in a Test match with Sachin Tendulkar as my teammate. But our friendship grew deeper after my breakthrough series against Australia in 2001. There were two things that I remember after the Kolkata hat-trick. First, Paaji came up to me and said: ‘Bol Bhajji kya chahiye tujhe (Tell me, Bhajji, what do you want?)’ I hesitantly said, ‘Paaji, I love your Adidas bowling spikes. Can you get me a pair?’ Sachin laughed and said, ‘Bas itni si baat (That’s it. That’s all you want?)?’ Within a week, an Adidas representative came with a couple of expensive bowling spikes, which I used for the next three years.


The other thing was more important in the context of my development. After the Chennai Test against Australia, which we won and clinched the series, Sachin, I remember, pulled a chair and sat beside me long after the Test got over. ‘Bhajju, have you seen a racehorse? It doesn’t look sideways. It doesn’t have peripheral vision. It looks straight, and eyes are transfixed on the target. You have to be that. You cannot be distracted by the stardom which you have attained now. You will have too many friends and well-wishers around you. You need to know who are your real friends and be careful whom you befriend,’ Sachin had told me back then.


The other thing I learnt was humility. The more Sachin achieved on the field, the more humble he became of it. But if you thought Sachin Tendulkar never got angry, think twice. Yours truly once got his rough end of the stick during a tour of Australia in 1999.


It was in one of the tour matches, and I played that game as I didn’t get a chance in the Test matches. I was stationed at the boundary, and a few pretty girls were sitting near the boundary. For a 20-year-old who had just started touring and was on his first trip to Australia, stealing a few furtive glances and exchanging smiles I thought were par for the course.


Now because of my inattentiveness, I was late in anticipating a few shots that came towards the boundary. But things got worse when I got caught busy ogling, and I didn’t hear Sachin shouting from mid-on, as he wanted a field change. Instead, before I realised it, he was standing beside me, visibly angry.


‘Bhajji, please know one thing. You have seen my good side, but if I want, I can be rude, and you wouldn’t like to see that side of me, you better concentrate.’ I wanted to run for cover as I started what you can call ‘shitting bricks’. For the rest of the fielding session, I didn’t even dare to turn and look back towards the gallery.


Sachin is a very competitive person and hates losing games, even on PlayStation. So once I, along with Yuvi (Yuvraj Singh), Ashu (Ashish Nehra), Zak (Zaheer Khan) and Ajit (Agarkar), decided we had to beat him in a Go-karting simulator game which we played in New Zealand during the tour of 2002. So now I was entrusted with regularly colliding with Sachin’s car.


As I started to deliberately hit his ‘car’ from the side, he got irritated. ‘Sardar ji, what exactly are you doing. Why are you colliding with me?’ I mumbled, ‘Sorry, Paaji not able to control the car.’


I have countless memories with Sachin, both on and off the field. The kind of support I got post the infamous Monkey Gate was incredible. He defended me stoutly in front of the match referee and the CA panel. Sachin stood by me like a rock during those dark days when I was at my lowest ebb.


I must have done something right in my life that I got to grace the field alongside Sachin Tendulkar.




AJINKYA RAHANE


Sachin Tendulkar has been a role model for every Indian cricketer. And none of us needs to say how good he was. He was the best ever, and that’s known to one and all. A hundred international hundreds and there should be no further talk about how good a batsman he was. For someone growing up in Mumbai and aspiring to play the sport, he was a God. We all wanted to be like him. Bat like him. Play strokes like him. Dominate bowling attacks like him. Score runs all across the world like him.


In this piece, I will refrain from commenting on how good Sachin Paaji was. But, as I said, it’s known to one and all. So instead, I’d like to speak about two incidents where Sachin Paaji impacted my life. The first took place in 2013 on the day of Paaji’s retirement. And the second was in December 2020, when I had the honour of captaining India at the MCG when we were 0–1 down and had lost the Adelaide Test getting bowled out for 36.


Soon after, the match against the West Indies ended on 16 November 2013 at the Wankhede, and Paaji was back alone in the changing room, having completed his retirement speech. Each one of us felt the emotions. At Wankhede, there are three rooms adjacent to each other, of which the first is the big change room, then there is a small space where Paaji was sitting, and the third is the physio’s room. We had decided to give Paaji some space, and I was astonished when he called me over. We always sought Paaji out for advice, but here it was the other way around. It was Sachin Paaji who had called me.


I was the 12th man in that match and had yet to really get my chances in the preceding two years. And yet I had trained the hardest possible and had always kept myself prepared to grab the first opportunity that came my way. Paaji had seen me from very close and had this to say.


‘I have known you for years and have seen how much you love the game. You have been the perfect devotee and have served cricket with all the dedication and commitment over the last few years. You might feel hard done by what has happened so far in your career, but you should continue to be the way you are. You played the last Test match of the series against Australia in March 2013; Rohit has come up and grabbed your spot on the back of a fantastic one-day double hundred against Australia. With two consecutive hundreds, Rohit made the spot his own, at least for a while, and you were left to wait for your turn. It wasn’t easy on you. It is always challenging to sit out and keep oneself motivated. But you will get your chance, and you should grab it with both hands once you do. For the moment, you may feel it is a cruel game, but I am certain the game will take care of you in the future if you continue to serve it the way you have always done.’


Paaji said he was very pleased with my attitude and commitment to the game and commended me for it. I was stunned. For him to call me on a day like this and spend 15 minutes speaking to me was unthinkable. While the whole world was thinking about him, he talked to me and prepared me for the future. If I was ever in need of motivation, I had it in front of me. I can’t describe in words what that conversation meant to me. Each time I have faced adversity, I have returned to that conversation with Sachin Paaji and never changed my attitude or commitment to the game. As long as I play the sport, I will stay committed to cricket the same way I was in 2013.


The second incident I want to share happened in December 2020 when I was asked to captain India at the MCG. We were down 0–1 in the series and had been bowled out for 36 in Adelaide. It was the worst we had played as a team, and with Virat returning to India for personal reasons, I was asked to take over the reins in the most challenging circumstances. As skipper, I had to lead from the front. For a young team to take heart, the captain had to score. And that’s when my thoughts went back to Paaji. He scored a hundred at the MCG in 1999, and I still rate it as one of his best knocks. He dominated the Australian attack, and I decided to watch the video of that knock multiple times before I went out to bat. In fact, I remember seeing the innings five or six times before walking out, and it helped me immensely. I went on to score a hundred at the MCG in a Boxing Day Test, and more importantly, we won the Test match and levelled the series. After that, we went on to win the series after a spectacular effort in Brisbane, and it will forever rank as the best series win of my career. In a significant way, Paaji was with me in this victory. Yet again, I sought inspiration from his innings and returned to the conversation at the Wankhede. It was about commitment, attitude, and my approach to the game as captain of India.
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