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INTRODUCTION




    A World of Worry




    The British ‘Sphere of Influence’—the cricket ball.


    Anonymous, Mr Punch’s Book of Sport (1907)


    In the Victorian era, cricket was an Anglo-Saxon political tool


    to civilise the world. Today is an Eastern economic imperialism rooted in cricket about to commence?


    Boria Majumdar, An Illustrated History of Indian Cricket (2007)




    Does any game worry more than cricket? There are the on-field frictions: sledging, appealing, chucking, cheating. There are off-field fixations: administrative lapses, player peccadillos. The onetime game of Empire sinks readily into postcolonial brooding on nation, race, religion, sovereignty, security. Each of the three forms of international competition has become freighted with concerns. Is Test cricket too old-fashioned? Is one-day cricket too formulaic? Is Twenty20 cricket too successful, and might it eclipse either of the others, or both?




    For all that, cricket is a micro-worrier. Its Laws are voluminous, its codes of conduct and definitions of fair play constantly expanding, its systems of adjudication neurotic in their sophistication. Yet to truly big issues, like its governance structure and global economy, there is a kind of studied indifference. The International Cricket Council? Beyond redemption. The Board of Control for Cricket in India? Beyond restriction. The players? Too greedy. The media? Too cynical. Can we just watch, please? We’ll be good, really we will—just don’t let them take our lovely game away.




    What constitutes cricket’s welfare, meanwhile, is seldom addressed in other than banal terms. Cricket must grow. Cricket must change with the times. Cricket must expand its audience. Because, you know, lots of people are running around saying that cricket must shrink, must turn back the clock and reduce its audience, aren’t there? As one modern expert puts it:




    

      

        

          The game is definitely at the coalface of anticipated change. What I can bring to the table is a real currency and a slightly more contemporary style of looking at the way cricket and the business of cricket is managed and maintained. Strategically it’s really important to recognise that iconic series such as the Ashes can never be removed, and in fact need to be protected and maintained, throughout the cricketing landscape. At a time when the market is looking to find new ways to engage our sport I think it’s also really important to go on a journey and go on a debate and recognise that we have got something very special in the creation of franchise cricket and the globalisation of those brands.


        


      


    




    The qualifications for this speaker are not, surprisingly, an MBA and a decade at McKinsey, but 8625 Test runs at 50.7. Matthew Hayden, for it is he, joined the Cricket Australia board a year ago, seamlessly swapping a bat for a Blackberry, already as fluent in jargon as he was through the covers. And when the cricketers already sound like marketing wise-guys, just imagine what the marketing wise-guys sound like …




    Ostensibly, authority for global cricket is vested in the ICC, with its ten full (Test-playing) members, and thirty-four associate and sixty affiliate members. In reality, such a large proportion of the game’s commercial activity and fans are located in India that nothing happens without the say-so of the mahouts aboard the thirty-one-member elephant that is the BCCI, whose annual revenues for 2010–11 were set to exceed US$400 million. And modern cricket’s lucrative instability stems from nowhere but the BCCI’s creation of supranational Twenty20 attractions beyond the jurisdiction of the ICC, offering rewards by comparison with which those in the established international game pale.




    Arguably, no single game is bigger in any single country: the dynamism of India’s economy, growing between 4 per cent and 10 per cent annually during the twenty-first century, and the size and shape of India’s population, 1.2 billion people, half of them under twenty-five, make it so. India is also, of course, a bafflingly diverse and contradictory country, containing four of the world’s eight richest men and 40 per cent of its chronically malnourished children, possessed of a world-class information technology industry while two-thirds of its people remain dependent on agriculture and half have no electricity, proud to espouse free-market turbocapitalism while ranking 133rd out of 183 countries in ‘ease of doing business’ according to the World Bank’s 2010 Doing Business Report. But its people, for all their huge and minute differences of ethnicity, religion, caste, wealth and education, share an incandescent passion for cricket—which makes cricket a key means of exploiting its new prosperity.




    What follows are my own attempts at intervals over the last two years to make sense of cricket’s new order: the spread of Twenty20 and of private ownership, the eclipse of international cricket’s other formats and of the ICC, the rise of India, the tribulations of Pakistan, the prodigies of Lalit Modi, the false promise of Allen Stanford. My background in journalism is in business. At times, it feels like I have come full circle. Historically, cricket has been the most traditional of games; it has developed a taste for change bordering on compulsive. Prognostication is perilous under such circumstances; on the other hand, like going for a catch maybe slightly out of your reach, there’s no harm trying.




    Sphere of Influence begins with a detailed recapitulation of the key events in the emergence of India as cricket’s unipolar superpower—so often experienced today as a fact of life rather than what it is: the product of cultural, political and economic forces. It also contains reviews of the on-field fortunes of Australia and the Subcontinent in this era, plus a look at some of their recent past masters, and some rueful reflections on the recent spot-fixing saga. Fortunately for me, enough things have not changed that I can still find good editors to rely on, content to indulge my gropings towards an understanding of the shape of cricket now: Sambit Bal, Scyld Berry, Suresh Menon, Boria Majumdar, Sally Warhaft, Seamus Bradley, Tim Blair, Tom Switzer, and the late, lamented Vinay Verma. I thank them all. Sphere of Influence has been experienced by my wife, Charlotte, and daughter, Cecilia, meanwhile, as a sequence of all-too-frequent vanishing acts. I dedicate it to them with love and apology.




    Gideon Haigh


    May 2011








  



    

       

    




    
Part I




    A Brief History of Now




    








  



    

       

    




    
THE BCCI, THE IPL AND THE RISE OF TWENTY20




    What Just Happened




    It was a big game at the time. Since then it has only grown in significance. India entered the 1983 World Cup as 66–1 outsiders, having won only one game in two previous tournaments, and that against East Africa. One-day cricket had yet to take root in India; the previous year, the BCCI’s chairman of selectors, Raj Singh Dungarpur, had scorned it as ‘artificial’ and ‘irrelevant’. But in the Lord’s final, India overthrew the West Indies, hitherto undefeated in the competition. The result was extraordinary, the ramifications even more so. ‘My slogan is India can do it’, read the telegram from their prime minister, Indira Gandhi. ‘Thank you for living up to it.’ BCCI president NKP Salve, a member of Gandhi’s Congress Party, decided that the next step would be for India to stage cricket’s quadrennial one-day jamboree. It was a drive with a personal edge: Salve’s request for extra tickets to the 1983 final, legend has it, had been brusquely turned down by the Marylebone Cricket Club.




    The BCCI was at the time the dowdiest and dustiest of bureaucracies. Created under the Societies Registration Act of 1940, its secretariat was located in drab quarters at Mumbai’s Wankhede Stadium, while its logo was a derivation of the Order of the Star of India, India’s highest order of chivalry during the days of the Raj. Administrative expertise was at a premium, cricket competence almost non-existent. As Dilip Doshi wrote in his memoir Spin Punch (1991):




    What is the background of the gentlemen who run cricket in India? It is a sad fact of life that not even a small percentage of them are cricketers of any stature. In fact, I would like to go to the other extreme and say that some of them have not even played cricket at school level. There is a sort of closed shop at the top, perpetuated by a system of self-preservation, where it is not possible for outsiders to crash into the establishment … There are thirty-odd members who vote for each other and elect the president, the secretary, the treasurer and the other minor functionaries. On many an occasion, such elections are known to have slipped totally out of control and been scenes for shameless horse trading to ensure continuance in power.




    The BCCI was also almost permanently poor, its exchequer at the time of the World Cup containing barely Rs200 000. The night of India’s triumph at Lord’s, team members dined in a Wimpy Bar in Piccadilly. To reward Kapil Dev’s triumphant eleven, Salve had to ask Lata Mangeshkar, legendary singer of Bollywood themes, to stage a benefit concert at Delhi’s Indraprastha Stadium. But that storied day at Lord’s turned the BCCI into a bigger one-day cricket fan than Kerry Packer. In April 1984, India won the Rothmans Asia Cup against Pakistan and Sri Lanka, the inaugural tournament staged at the Sharjah Cricket Association Stadium in the United Arab Emirates. Over the next twenty years, this brainchild of a cricket-crazy construction magnate, Abdulrahman Bukhatir, would host more than 200 one-day internationals before audiences chiefly composed of expatriate Indian, Pakistani and Sri Lankan remittance workers.




    One-day cricket’s eastward shift was confirmed in July 1984 at a meeting of the ICC when a handsome bid from PILCOM, a consortium representing India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka and bankrolled mainly by Dhirajlal Ambani’s textile giant, Reliance Industries, wrested from England the right to hold the World Cup. In financial terms, this was not a Herculean effort: the inaugural World Cup had reaped just £100 000 in toto from media rights, sponsorship and ticket sales. But as a geopolitical shift, it was profound. Although Salve received much of the credit, rising shortly to become Gandhi’s minister for power, the bid’s real mastermind was his companion Jagmohan Dalmiya, secretary of the Cricket Association of Bengal. A Marwari from Calcutta who had taken over his family’s construction business at the age of nineteen, he was a disciple of the free market in a country still mired in Gandhian socialism, protectionism and the so-called ‘Licence Raj’; Bengal’s chief minister, Jyoti Basu, was then an unreconstructed communist. Dalmiya was no less scornful of the ICC, as he later told Nalin Mehta: ‘They were a corrupt kind of a set-up … basically it was England, Australia and New Zealand. India and Pakistan were just two members. South Africa was in exile at that time. It was more a colony or more a small kind of a club, and we felt it was necessary to change all that’.




    TV or Not TV




    The Cup was a triumph, played out in September 1987 before capacity crowds. One-day cricket’s conquest of India was complete. When the world-champion West Indies commenced a five-Test series in India soon after, the BCCI unilaterally reduced the series to four, in order to add two further one-day internationals to a previously arranged five: India has not staged a five-Test series since.




    Yet the real money—television money—remained out of reach. For India’s airwaves were ruled by the national broadcaster, Doordarshan, which did not merely pay nothing for its antiquated coverage of international cricket but actually charged for its services under antique legislation: the Indian Telegraph Act of 1885, granting India’s government ‘the exclusive privilege of establishing, maintaining and working telegraphs’.




    As had players in other countries in the late 1970s, precipitating Kerry Packer’s insurgency, Indian players were growing restless. Kapil Dev’s team had worn the logos of their own sponsors during the World Cup, rather than that of Reliance; five wore the logo of the tobacco giant Wills, while others advertised soft drink companies and television manufacturers. The embarrassed BCCI cracked down on logos after the tournament ended, then in August 1989 tried imposing a year’s suspension on the country’s six best players—Kapil Dev, Dilip Vengsarkar, Ravi Shastri, Mohammed Azharuddin, Arun Lal and Kiran More—for the misdemeanour of playing some exhibition matches in North America while returning from a Caribbean tour. Like the boards of England and Australia faced by Packer, the BCCI could not make the ban stick, and a public relations fiasco ensued: the draconian punishment was successfully challenged in the Supreme Court, having already failed in the court of public opinion.




    Worst of all, the country was in financial turmoil. As 1990 unfolded, India’s fixed exchange-rate regime, high taxes and high tariffs precipitated a balance of payments blow-out. After intervention by the International Monetary Fund, the chastened Congress Party government of PV Narasimha Rao mandated a technocrat, Manmohan Singh, to liberalise aspects of the economy, simplifying foreign direct investment, privatising state-owned enterprises and generally ensuring against repetition of the humiliation. Dalmiya, now the BCCI’s secretary, with support from allies like Inderjit Singh Bindra from the Punjab Cricket Association and Niranjan Shah of the Saurashtra Cricket Association, won a parallel mandate from BCCI president Madhavrao Scindia: to break Doordarshan’s feudal control over cricket broadcasting.




    First, taking advantage of the new foreign investment dispensations, the BCCI sold television rights to the 1992–93 England tour of India to a foreigner: Trans World International, a subsidiary of IMG. To fulfil its charter, Doordarshan actually had to pay TWI US$1 million. Given the telephone number figures now commonplace in Indian cricket, the US$600 000 benefit to the BCCI seems tiny, but Dalmiya used it as a springboard for another Subcontinental bid for the World Cup, with revenue forecasts predicated on a substantial sum from television. After a thirteen-hour battle royale at Lord’s, the ICC consented, England giving way. India, in fact, achieved even more than it bargained for, because Dalmiya’s campaign for change at the ICC was likewise promoted: it was as a result of this showdown that the body was provided with its first full-time secretariat, specifically chairman Sir Clyde Walcott of the West Indies and chief executive David Richards of Australia.




    The role of television in this second evincing of Eastern power made it more significant than the first. Western journalists began writing for the first time of an ‘Asian bloc’ involving India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and later Bangladesh—they formed a force within a force, the Asian Cricket Council. But the results for television would be as far-reaching as they were for cricket.




    Initially it was thought that TWI would be PILCOM’s television partner. Symbolically, however, the successful bidder was a Connecticut-based Indian expatriate, Mark Mascarenhas, who had left Bangalore in 1976 to study, but whose patriotism had been wakened by the signs of economic reform in his homeland. His production company, WorldTel, offered a knockout US$10 million in August 1993, planning to offset the costs by breaking the rights up and onselling them to other offshore broadcasters. He had obtained a bargain, almost making his money back with his first two sales, to TVNZ and British cable consortium CPP-I. But Mascarenhas still had a gauntlet to run.




    In November 1993, Dalmiya’s Cricket Association of Bengal was to celebrate its diamond jubilee by hosting a one-day tournament involving India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and South Africa called the Hero Cup. Emulating the BCCI, it had sold the rights to TWI, which agreed to provide coverage for Rupert Murdoch’s newly acquired Hong Kong–based Star TV. Suddenly, Doordarshan’s director-general, Rathikant Basu, barged into Calcutta’s Supreme Court brandishing the 109-year-old Telegraph Act. Basu, with the backing of the information and broadcasting minister, KP Singh Deo, argued that the uplink of a video signal to a foreign organisation jeopardised national security, apprehensions having been inflamed by an angry phase in India’s perennial wranglings with Pakistan over Kashmir: Indian troops were at the time laying bloody siege to Hazratbal, the disputed territory’s holiest Muslim shrine.




    It was a clash between Indias old and new. Old India used methods crude but effective. Doordarshan imposed a radio and television blackout on the Hero Cup; customs officials impounded TWI’s equipment on arrival. New India placed the burden on government to walk its talk. CR Irani of the Statesman commented acidly: ‘The next time Mr Narasimha Rao and Mr Jyoti Basu go round the world seeking investments and much else besides, they must expect to be asked some searching questions’. Actually, it didn’t take that long. Some of the most insistent inquiries came from the South Africans, recently rehabilitated in international cricket but now deprived of watching their team on television, and wondering aloud whether they had been mistaken to support the BCCI’s World Cup bid: even Nelson Mandela took an interest. In a letter, Mascarenhas advised board president Bindra of the stakes: ‘In my opinion irreversible damage has already been done. We look to the Board to take all steps necessary to rectify the situation before it jeopardises the 1996 World Cup and the investments of all involved, and does lasting harm to India as a sponsor of major sporting events’. Bindra acknowledged: ‘If there is no worldwide television coverage [of the World Cup] … the BCCI will go bankrupt’.




    Indian cricket has a flair for both labyrinthine controversies and supple solutions. Satisfying both the economic rationalists and the economic nationalists, Mascarenhas did a deal with Doordarshan’s Basu. Reassured, networks all round the globe signed up to WorldTel’s feed: Pakistan’s PTV, South Africa’s SABC, Bangladesh’s BTV, Murdoch’s Star TV through Hong Kong and Packer’s newly reacquired Nine Network in Australia. Yet the battle was only half-won, for Bindra shortly further incurred Doordarshan’s ire by negotiating a US$30 million, five-year deal for the rights to broadcast Indian cricket with TWI and a new player, ESPN, the sports cable arm of Capital Cities/ABC of the United States—another controversial foreign incursion.




    ‘Who created Sunil Gavaskar and Kapil Dev?’ Basu fumed. ‘Doordarshan has been in the forefront of telecasting cricket Tests and one-day internationals.’ So BCCI’s TWI/ESPN deal also ended up in the Supreme Court, with momentous results in February 1995 when Justices Sawant, Mohan and Reddy established three landmark principles: that India’s airwaves were public property; that the right to impart and receive information was a species of freedom of expression guaranteed by the constitution; and that the government should set up an independent public authority to control Indian broadcasting: what became Prasar Bharti, or the Broadcasting Corporation of India, created in November 1997. Doordarshan responded petulantly, so uncooperative as a partner during the World Cup that it was also sued by WorldTel in the Delhi High Court. But long before an out-of-court settlement was reached a week before the World Cup’s first match, it was clear that Doordarshan had sustained an innings defeat, as Basu himself recognised a few months later when he joined Star TV.




    In the second half of the 1990s, satellite television swept India, the landscape stomped by overlapping footprints of the likes of ESPN, Star TV, Subhash Chandra Goel’s Zee Television, Abdulrahman Bukhatir’s Ten Sports and Harish Thiwani’s Nimbus Communications. It was a combination of high technology and low: the satellite far above, and below, the foot-slogging local cable operator who set up a dish and distributed the satellite signals for a fee. Television audiences, of course, grew massively, if never precisely, because the ramshackle terrestrial arrangements militated against exact ratings figures.




    It was a revolution—and it was cricket’s doing. What the government had failed to bring about, despite all its reformist rhetoric, the game had helped accomplish. As Boria Majumdar notes in Twenty-Two Yards to Freedom (2004), liberalisation of the Indian broadcast media ‘will forever remain a gift of Indian cricket to the Indian nation’—a gift, moreover, that keeps on giving, for India now has 125 24-hour television news services and more than 1100 TV channels, not to mention a staggering 68 000 newspapers.




    All the same, it could hardly be described as an openhanded gift, being, as it increasingly was, a gift of itself. One-day internationals in India, massively popular, reaching audiences of up to 400 million, and hugely profitable, with the capacity to expose a corporate name up to 350 times, went forth and multiplied. In 1980s America, Bruce Springsteen sang famously of ‘57 Channels (And Nothin’ On)’; in 1990s India, this was varied to ‘57 Channels and Nothin’ On but Cricket’.




    Boss of Bosses




    The BCCI-led PILCOM faced one more challenge in hosting the 1996 World Cup. During the summer of 1995–96, Australia had received Cup co-host Sri Lanka and played them in an ill-tempered series, ending with the visitors publicly refusing to congratulate members of the home side. Days later, Tamil Tiger guerrillas drove a truck filled with explosives through the entrance of the Central Bank building in downtown Colombo, killing eighty-one and injuring 1000—a block from the Taj Sumadra Hotel, where the Australian team were due to stay during the opening match of the tournament. The players, who had already received threats from irate Sri Lankans, agreed with the Australian Cricket Board that security assurances were insufficient and forfeited the game. Former board chairman Malcolm Gray was sent to an ICC meeting at Calcutta’s Taj Bengal Hotel to defend the decision, a move with profound implications.




    

      

        

          Anyway they [Dalmiya and Bindra] just shouted at us all morning. Called us cowards, called us racists. Threatened us with everything they could think of. We broke for lunch and hadn’t moved an inch. After lunch they started again. Bindra had this incredibly loud voice and he just yelled. I finally said: ‘Bindra. I’m sick of you yelling. I can yell too and I’m going to yell now’. So I did.


        


      


    




    The tournament was a turning point in cricket’s economics. For one thing, it was a huge financial success: the naming rights alone, sold to tobacco giant Wills, were worth US$12 million. For another, it was organised and won by the Subcontinent: in the final at Lahore’s Gaddafi Stadium, the Australians slumped to an apparently karmic defeat against their recent nemesis Sri Lanka. Cricket’s geopolitics were also further changed, for Dalmiya emerged with a sense of manifest destiny. He soon made clear his aspirations to succeed Walcott as chairman of the ICC, in opposition to the candidate favoured by England, Australia and New Zealand: Malcolm Gray.




    The patrician Gray, long groomed for high cricket office, arrived in London with colleagues Denis Rogers and Graham Halbish in July 1996 to find his candidacy in unexpected turmoil, the ICC’s then nine full and twenty-two associate members exquisitely split. The vote was thrown into further disarray by the sudden candidature of South Africa’s Krish Mackerdhuj, and again when he withdrew by the imprecision of the ICC’s constitution and the enigmatic personality of Mackerdhuj’s countryman Ali Bacher. The scenario that unfolded is related by Bacher’s biographer Rodney Hartman.




    

      

        

          On the basis of a simple majority, Dalmiya would have won because he had the support of the smaller associate members of the ICC. What he did not have was majority support of the Test-playing nations, many of whom were nervous of this ambitious and dogmatic man heading up world cricket at a time when east-west relations were clearly strained. Amazingly, the rules of the ICC were unclear on the actual voting process but Dalmiya, who had enlisted a team of lawyers to assist him in his bid, insisted that a simple majority was the only requirement. Walcott, however, had the final say when he ruled that a two-thirds majority of the nine Test-playing nations was needed …




          When Mackerdhuj withdrew from the ballot, Gray was confident that South Africa’s vote would gain him the presidency [sic]. He needed six votes and he was already assured of four from West Indies, England, New Zealand and Australia. He believed that South Africa … would go with him and take Zimbabwe with them. Dalmiya had the votes of Pakistan, Sri Lanka and India so, even if South Africa and Zimbabwe sided with him, he still would not have the required six votes. He simply could not win. Ali recalls the tense meeting: ‘The mood in world cricket at that time just wasn’t right to have a winner. There were concerns about an east-west split in the game.’


        


      


    




    South Africa abstained, deadlocking the vote. To undo this Gordian knot, Sir John Anderson of New Zealand Cricket was commissioned to devise a new constitution involving a three-year presidency assigned to a member country on a rotating basis, with policy and direction vested in an executive board including representatives of all nine Test nations and three associates. Denis Rogers sealed the deal at the ICC’s special meeting in Kuala Lumpur in March 1997 with a tactful concession, agreeing that Dalmiya could take first turn at the presidency if Gray was guaranteed the second, ‘because we were never going to get Gray through the first time’.




    Bringing to the ICC his successful BCCI formula, Dalmiya did indeed bring about a financial revolution, taking over as president of an entity with barely US$30 000 in the bank, and plenishing its coffers with US$20 million from a knockout tournament, the Wills International Cup, staged in Dhaka in October 1998.




    Attending the event, Wisden editor Matthew Engel noted the tightening knit of cricket and celebrity on the Subcontinent: ‘Sachin Tendulkar seemed ubiquitous: on the field he played the innings of the week … and purveyed his mixed-up offies and leggies with growing confidence; off the field, he seemed to be smiling winsomely in every TV advert’. That was the work of Dalmiya’s confederate at WorldTel—burly, bearded Mascarenhas. Glimpsing Tendulkar first during the Hero Cup, he had induced Indian cricket’s wunderkind to become his client in a five-year deal worth about US$6 million. When Tendulkar appeared in Pepsi commercials alongside Bollywood luminaries like Shah Rukh Khan and Amitabh Bachhan, it confirmed what was becoming a commonplace sentiment: that cricket knew no Indian rival as a star vehicle.




    Dalmiya’s big-money plans now fructified. In June 1999, the BCCI signed a five-year deal with Doordarshan worth almost US$60 million. A year later, the ICC voted to appoint World Sport Group as vendor of commercial rights to its next two World Cups, three other international one-day tournaments and sundry other events. The minimum guarantee was an extraordinary US$550 million. Even more extraordinarily, it was, for the first time, divided equitably: full members who had received about US$500 000 for playing the 1996 World Cup would each receive about US$10 million for playing the 2007 World Cup.




    Dalmiya, however, also brought to the ICC a BCCI modus operandi, more politics than diplomacy, more deal-doing than actual administration, inevitably riling conservative peers from England and Australia by seeming preoccupied with the bottom line. Then there were the rumours around Dalmiya himself, and his relationship with Mascarenhas: the deal between the BCCI, WorldTel and Doordarshan on the Wills International Cup was subjected to one of Prasar Bharti’s first investigations.




    Worst of all, Dalmiya was slow to grasp the enormity of match-fixing, demanding that journalists cease efforts to ‘malign the name of Indian cricket for the sake of a juicy story’, perhaps loath to admit that the surfeit of one-day cricket for which he was partly responsible had been a precondition of corruption. The BCCI had received a steady stream of intelligence about match-fixing during Dalmiya’s secretaryship. Suspicion fell in particular on India’s captain, Mohammed Azharuddin, who had embraced cricket celebrity by leaving his wife for Bollywood star Sangeeta Bijlani, and chased the lifestyle to go with it: in the course of two years, it transpired, he had been paid almost US$300 000 by bookmaker Mukesh Gupta for various services rendered.




    Bindra’s persistent questioning about match-fixing enraged Dalmiya, and annoyed his colleagues also—they withheld grants to the Punjab Cricket Association in retaliation for his outspokenness. In the celebrated secret tapes compiled by Tehelka, the antagonists were captured in full spate. Dalmiya complained of no respect:




    

      

        

          I have served cricket at the cost of my family. At the cost of my business. Let anybody in this world come out and say, ‘Bloody, you are a culprit!’ God has given me enough. After sacrificing so much for the game, what return am I getting? … When the elections happened [at the ICC], I had to fight to be elected. Now the entire ICC is giving me respect. But I don’t get any support here in my country.


        


      


    




    Bindra complained of no action: ‘We just have to take them on … I am going the whole hog. I am not going to spare them … Obviously Dalmiya is mixed up because he never brought it to my notice at all’.




    In April 2000, India’s Central Bureau of Investigation stumbled on a telephone conversation between South African captain Hansie Cronje and bookmaker Sanjay Chawla. The lid was off. When the CBI presented its report, it was scathing about the BCCI:




    

      

        

          The BCCI has been the single biggest beneficiary of the enormous commercial success of the sport. It is a matter of record that the BCCI earns substantial sums from media exposure of the game—which media exposure is in fact responsible for the qualitative change that has come about in the entire scenario. It would be the elementary duty of anyone purporting to be the apex regulatory body of the sport, to keep a close watch on the performance of the team and to thoroughly investigate into the slightest gossip, leave alone suspicion, of any malpractice.


        


      


    




    For the ICC’s erstwhile president, however, the consequences were minimal. The BCCI haughtily dismissed the CBI’s report as reflecting ‘their disregard for the glorious history of the board and its excellent work over the years’. In September 2001, Dalmiya smoothly displaced the locum he had left in charge of the BCCI, Chennai-based industrialist AC Muthiah, with the help of a new ally, Ranbir Singh Mahendra of the Haryana Cricket Association, thereby also sidelining his former friend Bindra. He then set about applying the BCCI’s growing financial heft for political advantage, a strategy gilded by India’s on-field successes under captain Sourav Ganguly and coach John Wright. It was a future into which the BCCI marched briskly backwards.




    Pawar without Glory




    Wright’s Indian Summers (2006) is an invaluable glimpse of the BCCI at work, in the cramped quarters at Wankhede Stadium that then lurked behind an antique tin sign.




    

      

        

          The BCCI is an extraordinary organization. It’s run by a handful of people who often make bewildering decisions and don’t give a hoot what the outside world thinks of them. The staff are delightful and amazingly loyal—one of them told a local paper he hadn’t had a raise for 35 years. Although the BCCI generates a major proportion of cricket’s total revenues, its office in Mumbai has concrete floors and a toilet that requires key access. I reckon those ramshackle surroundings are the greatest feat of camouflage since a wolf put on sheep’s clothing.


        


      


    




    At the time Wright took over, the BCCI’s inventory of team gear featured three baseball mitts, thirty cones and three crooked blue plastic stumps. He had no bowling coach, no fitness trainer and at first not even a team manager: Wright was expected to do that job, to handle travel arrangements and organise team appearances, himself. The selection process was hopelessly politicised. There were five selectors, each representing a geographic zone, each doing his best to serve that zone’s interest. ‘If their boys weren’t picked,’ Wright noted, ‘they tended to cross their arms, clam up and take no further part in the meeting’. The scheduling followed a strict rotation process among nine test and twenty-four one-day international venues, so that travel arrangements were chaotic. The BCCI functionaries appointed to accompany the team on the Buggins’ Turn principle were, according to Wright, time servers and worse.




    

      

        

          The worst was the bloke who had a misguided confidence in his understanding of the game and was itching to get involved in the coaching. There was Colonel Sharma, who waved his handkerchief every time we got a wicket and considered himself a yoga expert, so much that we once had to let him take the warm-up. There was a gentleman who handed out the meal allowance in the dark so that it was hard to count, and another who nicked the players’ official shirts. There was the manager who unilaterally changed the departure time for what would be a full day’s traveling, with the upshot that half the team was on the bus and the rest were still in bed … and at the end of the series he made me return all the white practice balls. One guy used to slip a sheet listing the scores of players from his region under my door and another managed to lose the entire party’s meal allowance money for the last two days of a tour. Just as well aircraft meals are free.


        


      


    




    Dalmiya was also a micro-manager, happy to dish out advice based on a minimum of cricket knowledge. He essentially ran the BCCI from the office of his construction company in Calcutta with the help of two personal assistants, without reference to board secretary Niranjan Shah. Fortunately for Wright, Dalmiya was more concerned with India’s rivals off the field than on, acting to strengthen the BCCI’s bilateral ties and weaken its multilateral ones. Cricket relations were restored with Pakistan five years after the Kargil War, while Dalmiya also conceived the Afro-Asia Cup, a three-stage competition between an Asian XI (chosen from India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) and an African XI (South Africa, Zimbabwe and Kenya), as a means of spreading Indian television largesse, the rights to the event being bought by another new player, Nimbus Communications. At the same time, he baited the ICC’s new chief executive, Malcolm Speed from Australia, at every opportunity, whether in response to referee Mike Denness’ disciplinarianism in South Africa, or commercial restrictions placed on Indian players at the 2002 Champions Trophy and 2003 World Cup.




    In the eyes of England and Australia especially, Dalmiya had become a veritable hobgoblin of mischief: Wright heard another administrator describe him as ‘a cricket terrorist’. In fact, he had also been using up the residue of goodwill towards him in India, and the death of Mascarenhas in a car accident in January 2002 cost him a close friend and important ally. As Tendulkar’s agent, Mascarenhas had provided Dalmiya with a link to India’s greatest player, and richest media property. Now there loomed formidable new political presences in the 2001 elections of two former chief ministers of their states: Lalu Prasad Yadav at the Bihar Cricket Association and Sharad Pawar at the Mumbai Cricket Association.




    Pawar, formerly defence minister to Narasimha Rao, was especially formidable. The so-called ‘King of Maharashtra’ was no respecter of persons, having been expelled from the Congress Party for disputing the succession to leadership of Rajiv Gandhi’s Italian-born widow Sonia, and having usurped widely respected former Test captain Ajit Wadekar to take cricket power in Mumbai. Four months after his so-called Nationalist Congress Party was welcomed into Manmohan Singh’s coalition administration, the so-called United Progressive Alliance, he forged a cricket alliance with Bindra. Dalmiya was seeking the role of the BCCI’s patron-in-chief and to install Mahendra as president; against Pawar, their ticket barely survived. Pawar’s Maharashtra loyalists exacted revenge by having a pitch prepared in Nagpur to favour the visiting Australian seamers, who took sixteen wickets in routing the home side.




    Indian cricket’s headline story in 2005 was the feud between captain Ganguly and new coach Greg Chappell; it was echoed by the leadership struggle between Dalmiya and Pawar, who couched his bid for the presidency in terms of India’s new Right to Information Act. While Chappell v Ganguly had a couple of years to run, Dalmiya v Pawar was resolved more quickly. Despite Mahendra’s best efforts to defer the BCCI elections, Pawar won them comfortably, promising a new broom at the BCCI in a ‘vision statement’:




    

      

        

          Never, perhaps, in the history of the Indian cricket board an election has aroused so much interest and expectation from the vast majority of the game’s fans in the country as the recent one has. Some of the happenings during the last few years have grievously dented the board’s image. Our first priority should be to restore its pristine glory by creating confidence among the followers of the game that the board is indeed a sincere custodian of Indian cricket. Frankly the question being asked is, as the richest body in world cricket, has it fulfilled its obligations towards the players and paying public? For that we all need to introspect and touch our hearts before saying ‘yes, we have’.




          As a premier national sports body, the board had been a model for all others sports organizations, but of late it has invited scorn from the public. In a fast paced world driven by market forces, we have to gear up to meet the ever increasing challenges and aspirations of a cricket-crazy nation. When the country is getting excited about the Right to Information Act, the Board is being ridiculed for its lack of transparency. Unless we believe in the free flow of information, particularly when millions and millions of rupees are involved, we are bound to be misunderstood. There can’t be a better start to the new-look board than resolve that everything we do from hereon will be transparent and in the game’s and public interest, be it election or allotting television rights or the team selection. The buzz word should be ‘Transparency’.


        


      


    




    A buzzword is exactly what ‘transparency’ proved merely to be.




    Twenty20 Hindsight




    The BCCI devoted so much time to internecine blood-letting in the first five years of the new century that it nearly missed two developments fundamental to its market. The first was the shift on Indian television from cricket as game to cricket as lifestyle. Big as cricket had been in India in the twentieth century, its coverage had revolved principally around the telecasting of matches. You’d seen cricketers playing; you’d seen them in advertisements; you’d seen the odd one on the movie screen. This changed in 2000 with the coming of Sony Entertainment, which sought to leverage Indian rights it had acquired from WSG by basing a series of programmes on its new cricket-only SET Max channel around ‘brand ambassador’ Kapil Dev, who became in retirement even more ubiquitous than he had been on the cricket field. To host their coverage of the 2003 World Cup, Sony then hired Mandira Bedi, sudsiest of soap stars. The short-term result was a surge in female viewership: by the second week of the tournament, women accounted for 46 per cent of the audience. The long-term result was many more job opportunities for India’s soap stars.




    By mid-decade, every news channel had at least one show devoted entirely to cricket, most of them several. Star News’ biggest show, for example, was the weekly Wah Cricket (Wow Cricket), while its most controversial, shown each evening during Pakistan’s tour of India in early 2005, was Match ke Mujrim (Criminal of the Match), where a kangaroo court presided over by Bishen Bedi (for the prosecution) and Syed Kirmani (for the defence) argued out the day’s worst player. The greatest star the trend made was Navjot Sidhu, who rode his celebrity from big-hitting batsman to motor-mouth pundit all the way to India’s Lower House (Lok Sabha), where he became the Bharatiya Janata Party member for Amritsar after the July 2004 general election. Around the Indian team, the atmosphere was one of constant adulation, temptation, demand and distraction. ‘Sometimes,’ noted Wright, ‘I felt trapped in a bubble of bullshit, where media and public perception, public relations, commercial imperatives and board politics seemed to matter more than actual performance’.




    The other shift was in cricket itself, and began far away, in a realm from which Indians thought they had nothing further to learn. Forty years after England had introduced its counties to one-day cricket, it sold them on an even-briefer version of the game. Where other efforts to winnow cricket away, like Super 8s in Australia and Cricket Max in New Zealand, had petered out, Twenty20 caught on within weeks of the competition’s unsuperstitious unveiling on Friday 13 June 2003: sixteen of the forty-six matches were sellouts, and counties obtained their biggest crowds at Lord’s and Old Trafford in fifty years.




    The tournament was the brainchild of Stuart Robertson, the England Cricket Board’s marketing director, who had persuaded Channel 4 to bankroll £250 000 of market research on cricket crowds, which over the preceding five years had declined 17 per cent. Robertson found that cricket’s audience at domestic level had dwindled to a core of white, middle-aged males. Twenty20 was designed specifically to entice cricket ‘tolerators’, amid an atmosphere of non-stop carnival, including live bands and children’s entertainment; it struck, to quote Matthew Engel, ‘the motherlode of public affection for cricket that runs just below the surface crust of apparent indifference’.




    At around the same time, an apparently munificent Texan entrepreneur, Allen Stanford, was mutually mourning Caribbean cricket with West Indian past master Michael Holding. What could they do? ‘My initial thought was just to do anything to give the West Indies a shot in the arm’, Stanford recalled. ‘But this thing was a lot more successful than we thought.’ This ‘thing’ was a domestic Twenty20 tournament in July 2006, again involving eye-catching entertainments, with an emphasis, as Tony Cozier noted, on the sponsor:




    

      

        

          It was staged entirely in Antigua, where part of Stanford’s global financial operations is based, at the manicured, purpose-built Stanford Cricket Ground in the Stanford Complex, adjacent to the airport, amid Stanford banks, offices, restaurants and a newspaper plant. The advertising boards proclaimed only Stanford’s diverse empire, including two airlines which transported players and officials. Cheerful, flag-waving children turned out under the lights; the majority were women and children, a new fan base.


        


      


    




    Among those who quickly intuited that the exercise was more about Stanford than cricket was Holding: ‘I am not going to be involved in a farce. He is telling people in the Caribbean that he wants to revive West Indian cricket but how is a week of Twenty20 cricket in Antigua going to do that?’ The real resistance to Twenty20 at this stage, however, was not from purists, but from the guardians of the status quo ante, chief among them BCCI president Pawar, who argued that Twenty20 ‘dilutes the importance of international cricket’; it might also, of course, dilute the money to be earned from domestic television rights, for which through 2005 and 2006 the BCCI was holding another typically unruly but potentially lucrative auction. ‘Twenty20?’ Niranjan Shah was heard to ask at an ICC executive board meeting. ‘Why not ten-ten or five-five or one-one?’




    Because of the BCCI’s ambivalence, the ICC hastened slowly: the first Twenty20 international was not held until February 2005; the first in Australia not until January 2006. And rather than throw in their lot with the new format, the BCCI pressed the ICC to tinker with fifty-over cricket, introducing new rules and new gimmicks, although without shortening the game and thereby reducing its naturally occurring advertising opportunities. The ICC itself was absorbed in the effort, initiated by its Pakistani chairman Ehsan Mani, of removing itself to Dubai in the United Arab Emirates as a tax minimisation measure, a relocation that finally took place in August 2005. The BCCI’s conservatism, meanwhile, was indicative of an inner malaise.




    The year 2006 began with an incident almost comical. Pawar and his new colleagues caucused in New Delhi with representatives of the boards of Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh to finalise their bid for the 2011 World Cup, due to be presented to the ICC in Dubai the following week. Only, there was no bid. As the Pakistan Cricket Board’s Sharayar Khan recalls in his Shadows across the Playing Field (2009):




    

      

        

          To my horror, the BCCI had not completed its preparations for our joint bid which entailed filing detailed and copious forms that ICC had sent out to all the countries bidding for the World Cup. There was consternation in the ranks when we—Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Pakistan—pointed out that our joint bid was bound to hit the rocks because India had not remotely completed the data provided by the ICC. Sharad Pawar was naturally deeply upset to learn of this potential disaster and ordered his secretary Niranjan Shah to sit up all night with his South Asian colleagues to complete the data.




          Next morning I saw a bleary-eyed Salim Altaf, my chief executive, at breakfast. I enquired from him the results of the night vigil. He said, ‘I’m afraid the task could not be completed. We sat up with Niranjan Shah until 3am but then the effort collapsed because the Indian board simply did not have the factual data. I’m afraid our bid will be found to be non-compliant in Dubai’.


        


      


    




    So much for ‘transparency’; opacity was now the order of the day. At the ICC executive board meeting in Dubai on 20 and 21 March, Pawar filibustered for all he was worth, pleading for an extension of time to finalise the bid on grounds that the Dalmiya regime had not surrendered the requisite information. To smooth ruffled feathers, Pawar promised Ray Mali of South Africa and Peter Chingoka of Zimbabwe that the Afro-Asia Cup, which he had wanted to kill, would continue; he also offered financial assistance to the permanently impecunious West Indies Cricket Board. Cricket Australia and New Zealand Cricket made a joint presentation generally agreed to be outstanding, but the BCCI and its partners obtained their month’s grace.




    The other item for discussion was a mooted Twenty20 World Championship in South Africa the following year. India, still without a domestic Twenty20 competition, was reluctant to participate; Pakistan, having just held its first, was similarly hesitant. But the tournament badly needed their television audiences; as badly, indeed, as the BCCI-led consortium craved the 2011 World Cup. In a quid pro quo the following month, India and Pakistan agreed to grapple with Twenty20, and the other ICC members to award the World Cup to the Subcontinent. In truth, the commercial logic was compelling: the disparity between the value of television rights centred on India and on anywhere else was shortly emphasised by the resolution of the protracted BCCI auction, the result a five-year deal with Nimbus Communications worth US$612 million. Cricket also began hearing for the first time of the suave but searingly ambitious BCCI vice-president, Lalit Modi.




    Cricket à la Modi




    Lalit Modi grew up around money, from a family tobacco business, and power, from political connections. His grandfather, Rai Bahadur Gujarmal Modi, was close to Jawaharlal Nehru; his father, Krishna Kumar Modi, was a confidante of Rajiv Gandhi. He is a Marwari, like Dalmiya, like Lakshmi Mittal, the Indian steel magnate who has become Britain’s richest man, and like Harshad Mehta, the ‘Big Bull’ of the Bombay bourse, jailed for suckering the Indian elite in various stock market scams in the early 1990s: one panoramically offensive ethnic jest says that a Marwari can buy from a Jew and sell to a Scot and still make a margin.




    Like Mascarenhas, Modi furthered his business education in the United States, at Duke University; he also broadened his life experiences in a brush with cocaine, narrowly escaping jail for being found in possession of 400 grams. On returning to India, he worked for subsidiaries of Philip Morris and Estée Lauder, then set about building the Modi Entertainment Network by distributing channels for Disney, then its associate ESPN, then Dubai-based Ten Sports and finally Paris-based Fashion TV. The pattern to these ventures was big plans, initial success, and usually a conclusion in court. More a serial entrepreneur than an industrialist, he also dabbled in property, state lotteries … and cricket.




    Modi wasn’t much of a cricketer. ‘I was a batsman’, he once explained. ‘I wasn’t very good at it.’ But he understood cricket as the passé partout to India’s circles of influence. As early as 1995, a Modi Entertainment Network associate, Home Communication Network Ltd, registered seven city-based companies using the template ‘Indian Cricket League’—ICL-Bombay, ICL-Delhi, ICL-Calcutta, ICL-Bangalore, ICL-Hyderabad, ICL-Madras and ICL-Gwalior. The BCCI was not interested in the schemes of an upstart 31 year old.




    Modi might now be identified with cricket’s shortest game, but he knew how to play a long one. The way to be heard, he reasoned, was to be an insider. His first attempt failed. He won election to the cricket association of the wealthy northern state of Himachal Pradesh in 1999, but resigned after a year, apparently at the request of the local chief minister, Prem Kumar Dhumal. Lesson learned, he arrived in Jaipur in October 2004 to oust the family oligarchy in charge of the Rajasthan Cricket Association led by construction magnate Kishore Rungta.




    By this stage, according to an investigation by the Indian Express, Modi Entertainment Network was in straitened circumstances. ‘Employees in various offices, including Delhi, wouldn’t get their salaries for months on end’, a former employee told journalist Archna Shukla. ‘Most offices, except for the one in Mumbai, shut down eventually.’ You would not have known it: Modi based himself in the Prince’s Suite at the opulent Rambagh Palace Hotel. For in Jaipur, Modi had an advantage: Rajasthan’s chief minister, Vasundhara Raje Scindia of the BJP, was actually an old family friend. In building a substantial portfolio of local property interests, Modi seemed to enjoy an uncommonly smooth ride with government. Raje’s most important favour to Modi, however, was to push through a new statute, the Rajasthan Sports Act, whose effect was to dilute the Rungta voting base at the RCA. Modi campaigned stealthily; according to Outlook magazine, he caught opponents napping by initially using a false name, purporting to be ‘Lalit Kumar’ of Nagpur. It paid off: with assistance from an influential member of the Indian Administrative Service, Sanjay Dixit, Modi was elected in February 2005.




    Now he was on the inside, Modi sought a patron at the BCCI, and found one in Bindra, who saw this quicksilver commercial mind as strengthening his anti-Dalmiya forces. Bindra took the unusual step of introducing his new protégé to local cricket media at a press conference during India’s Mohali Test against Pakistan in March 2005. ‘Cricket in India is a $2 billion a year market’, Modi told a bemused audience. ‘We are sitting on a gold mine. Our players should be paid on par with international footballers and NBA stars, in millions of dollars and not in measly rupees.’ Modi was duly on the right side of the barricades when Pawar finally bested Dalmiya, and carved out a niche as a corporate go-getter by selling the team sponsorship and apparel rights to Subrata Roy’s Sahara Group and Nike respectively for more than US$150 million. He endeared himself further to the new regime by denigrating the old: ‘[Under Dalmiya] there was no professionalism, they were not doing enough, there was no transparency. It was always ad-hocism … He [Dalmiya] had the golden opportunity to make a difference to Indian cricket and it’s amazing that a man of his calibre didn’t do anything that we are now’. Soon after, Dalmiya went from being merely patronised to actively persecuted: determined to extirpate his influence root and branch, the BCCI egged on challengers to him in his own stronghold.




    Few events, in fact, have better demonstrated the twenty-first-century politicising of Indian cricket than the elections at the Cricket Association of Bengal in July 2006, when Bengal’s communist chief minister Buddadeb Bhattacharya, backed by Pawar, supported the campaign of local police commissioner Prasun Mukherjee against Dalmiya, who attracted the support of Bhattacharya’s predecessor, former mentor now antagonist Jyoti Basu, in cahoots with Congress Party enemies of Pawar. In a fascinating commentary on the election, Nalin Mehta notes:




    

      

        

          All channels covered the polling live through the day and, at least three commissioned exit polls with professional agencies: Times Now with A.C. Nielson, Star Anando/Anand Bazar Patrika with MODE and Kolkata TV with IMG-MARG. All this, for a regional sports management association with a grand total of 120 voters. All national channels also conducted popular opinion polls, asking viewers to vote for their preferred victors through SMS messages. It had only been two weeks since India’s biggest single terrorist attack in two decades, the Mumbai train blasts on July 11 which claimed more than 200 lives but judging by the television coverage, it seemed as if the only thing that mattered that day was the president-ship of the Cricket Association of Bengal.


        


      


    




    Historically, India’s cricket has never been so radically politicised as Pakistan’s. But Dalmiya’s fight for survival was only the most visible manifestation of changing times, brought about by cricket’s new prestige and wealth. By decade’s end, two-thirds of state asso ciations were ruled by politicians, like BJP general secretary Arun Jaitley, who also runs the Delhi & District Cricket Association, and his colleague and friend Narendra Modi, chief minister of Gujarat, who also runs the Gujarat Cricket Association or their proxies; the secretary of the governing council of the Congress Party, Rajeev Shukla, also became the BCCI’s vice-president and chief spokesman. The reasons were not far to seek. There’s no doubt that Pawar’s popularity as a man of cricket enabled him to brazen out two cor ruption scandals in his food and agriculture portfolio—the so-called stamp paper scam and the wheat import tender controversy. Nor is he the only Indian politician who has felt himself in need of favour-able publicity. In India’s Lok Sabha after the elections of May 2009, according to the service National Election Watch, there were ‘150 newly elected MPs who had criminal cases pending against them’.




    This did not always suit Modi, a man with big plans whose aims were chiefly commercial: even now he was inside the BCCI rather than outside, progress was slow. Fascinated by the franchise-based ownerships structures popular in American sport, he revived his plan for a city-based fifty-over premier league in India. Interestingly, Mascarenhas had floated such an idea five years earlier: ‘I think if cricket really has to become a professional sport then it has to go in … the direction of the Premier League and be backed up by international competitions like the European Championships and the World Cup’. Bindra acted as an advocate for the scheme, stating publicly and prophetically: ‘We should start a league like the European soccer leagues. Build it around cities or states, and a fierce local following will develop. Invite international players. With the audiences in India, it can reach the level of European soccer. It can be bigger than international cricket’. But the state associations were averse to anything that might undermine their authority, and their capacity to distribute patronage. Foreign players? Private ownership? It all seemed rather racy.




    Biding his time, Modi reverted to the issue of ICC commercial rights for 2007 to 2015, due to be sold in December 2006. He proposed a revolutionary idea: the BCCI would acquire the rights. ‘We are ready to pay top dollar for it’, he boasted. ‘Our money is as good as anybody else’s.’ This time the political obstacles were global. The ICC’s other members looked askance. Would Manchester United be an acceptable owner of the English Premier League’s commercial rights? Crisis portended until the ICC tabled legal opinions suggesting an irrevocable conflict of interest and, perhaps more importantly, ESPN-Star agreed to pay just over US$1 billion.




    Nevertheless, Modi’s gambit won him golden opinions in India. Earlier in the year, Lakshmi Mittal’s eponymous steel giant had bid for Europe’s premier steelmaker, Arcelor. Arcelor’s haughty French chief executive, Guy Dolle, had caused outrage by dismissing Mittal Steel as ‘a company of Indians’ paying ‘monkey money’. India’s commerce and industry minster, Kamal Nath, had written a furious protest to the European Union’s trade commissioner, Peter Mandelson, complaining that investors should not be ‘judged by the colour of their skin’ in ‘an era of globalisation, cross-border investment and liberalisation’; a humiliating climbdown was necessary.




    The debate about the ICC’s commercial rights contained a similar dynamic. Speed gravely offended the BCCI by casting aspersions on its record. ‘I have an old-fashioned view’, he said. ‘I judge sports organisations on the basis of three things: one, how the team performs; two, how the board looks after its stakeholders in terms of facilities on the grounds; and three, how well they use resources like population to produce great cricketers’. Modi’s retort that you might not respect us but you must respect our money was timely and popular. ‘India has been subservient for 100 years’, he stated. ‘People are used to dictating terms to us. We’re just evening the playing field. And if it’s our turn to have some glory, so much the better.’




    Modi’s dormant premier league plan was also about to gain an ally as vital as it was unintended: the conglomerate Essel Group, which had rushed to take advantage of the deregulation of Indian television after the BCCI’s showdown with Doordarshan, and whose Zee Television had become the first Indian-language satellite channel. Essel’s founder, Subhash Chandra Goel, was a perennially thwarted pursuer of broadcast rights to cricket, beaten for the ICC rights by WSG in 2000 and the BCCI rights by Nimbus in 2006. Now, like Kerry Packer in 1977, he envisioned a DIY solution, a cricket circuit made for a new Zee Television sports channel. Like Packer, too, he saw the future in an underexploited variant of the game: where Packer had been the first to glimpse cricket’s one-day future, Chandra was as much a fan of Twenty20 as the BCCI was not.




    Challenges to official cricket’s monopoly are rare because the barriers to entry are so high—and such was Chandra’s experience after foreshadowing his plans in March 2007. The BCCI waged a scorched earth policy at home and abroad: local players were intimidated with talk of life bans; foreign players were discouraged by overseas boards on notice that the competition was actively disapproved of by India’s powers-that-be, and only superannuants like Brian Lara, Chris Cairns and Jason Gillespie were prepared to sign on; one of its chief recruiting agents, Kapil Dev, was sacked from his post at the National Cricket Academy in August 2007.




    Nonetheless, a player pool of 135 was assembled, and the city-based clubs were rolled out: the Chandigarh Lions, Chennai Superstars, Delhi Giants, Hyderabad Heroes, Kolkata Tigers and Mumbai Champs. And although these entities were not franchises, the structure bore an eerie resemblance to Modi’s own premier league brainchild. Chandra even used the same rubric: Indian Cricket League. No incentive could have been more effective in promoting Modi’s vision than the possibility of someone else implementing it.




    By the time the first ICL took place in December 2007, the Indian landscape had been transformed by two other events, both deeply ironic. In the World Cup in March 2007 in the West Indies, India, led by the self-effacing veteran Rahul Dravid, lost in short order to Bangladesh and then to Sri Lanka and left early; Pakistan joined them by the wayside, Ireland their improbable conquerors. One-day cricket was suddenly discredited, at least in the eyes of those broadcasters, sponsors and advertisers on the Subcontinent who had simply assumed the teams’ passage through to the Super Eights, but whose profits now disappeared, as it were, in the Bermuda Triangle. Indians turn cricket on with glee, but are apt to turn it off in disgust. The only beneficiary of India’s failure in the Caribbean was Lalit Modi, an important advantage of whose premier league idea was now seen more clearly. How do you ensure Indian participation all the way through a tournament? Compose it of only Indian sides.




    It was in July that Modi had his famous ‘chat over a cup of tea’ at Wimbledon with Andrew Wildblood, senior vice-president of IMG, about reviving his premier league idea. Within a month, IMG had produced the outline of a competition between eight city-based franchises involving fifty-nine Twenty20 matches all taking place during primetime evening viewing hours. Because the services of international players would be sought, the scheme was introduced to representatives of Cricket Australia and Cricket South Africa. In fact, Cricket Australia had had its own brainwave of brevity: a championship involving the winners of the different domestic Twenty20 tournaments, which chief executive James Sutherland and chairman Creagh O’Connor introduced to Modi, Bindra and Pawar at the home of the last in Delhi.




    A tide had come in the affairs of the BCCI. On 13 September, the BCCI foreshadowed not one but two Twenty20 tournaments: an Indian Premier League scheduled for April 2008 involving eight city-based franchise teams, and an International Champions League featuring the top three teams from this IPL and the top two from domestic Twenty20 tournaments in England, Pakistan, South Africa and Australia, scheduled for October 2008. Sachin Tendulkar, Rahul Dravid, Sourav Ganguly, Anil Kumble, Glenn McGrath and Stephen Fleming were all present for the press conference in Delhi, but they were essentially scenery. Modi was the star—and also, of course, the potential scapegoat if matters went awry. But he was about to have a stroke of luck—six strokes, to be exact. Six days later, Yuvraj Singh hit Stuart Broad for six sixes in the nineteenth over of India’s game against England in Durban in the World Twenty20. These were shots that echoed round the world: the tournament in which the BCCI had been such a reluctant participant suddenly became a national obsession. India, led now by latter-day matinee idol MS Dhoni, had a few days earlier beaten Pakistan in a bowl-out on the same ground to resolve a tie; within five days they would beat favourite Australia, then Pakistan again to take the trophy. The final at Wanderers was comparable in historical significance to the World Cup final twenty-four years earlier. Now the televisions in India stayed on, and for weeks afterwards. Fifty-over cricket was suddenly passé and twenty-over cricket hot to the point of radioactivity, as India embraced the game of which it was now the unlikely world champion.




    For his part, Modi has always objected to the idea that his was a response to Subhash Chandra’s attraction: ‘This is not a knee-jerk reaction to any tournament but a project we have been working on for two years’. But if the tournaments were not about reacting to ICL, they were certainly about obliterating it. When the inaugural ICL season of fifteen games in seventeen days began in December at Tau Devi Lal Stadium, a small ground in Chandigarh leased from the government of Haryana, it lacked everything the BCCI had, including India’s new Twenty20 heroes. Certainly it was altogether overshadowed by events now threatening to rip the game apart.




    Billion-Dollar Babies




    When Australia hosted India at the Sydney Cricket Ground on 2 to 6 January 2008, all the preconditions existed of a serious skirmish. Anil Kumble’s Indians were strung to concert pitch, having just successfully hosted Pakistan for the first time in almost thirty years. Ricky Ponting’s Australians, irked by Indian Twenty20 triumphalism on their recent one-day tour of the country, had meted out a retaliatory thrashing in the Boxing Day Test. Poor umpiring, worse behaviour, inept refereeing and inflammatory coverage of events in both countries duly turned Bhajigate into one of the bitterest on-field controversies in recent memory.




    Yet these were not the events rending cricket asunder. Rather were they two announcements passing, at least in Australia, almost without notice, as Bhajigate raged: the BCCI statement on 15 January 2008 that Sony Entertainment/WSG had acquired the rights to the IPL for more than US$1 billion, and the BCCI statement on 24 January that the winning bids for the league’s eight city franchises had raised US$723.59 million. In a sense, the success of the IPL was already guaranteed: nothing succeeding like success, naming rights were sold soon after to real-estate firm DLF Universal for US$50 million over five years, and associate sponsorships worth US$120 million were agreed with Hero Honda, Citibank and Vodafone.




    The broadcasting rights and franchise sales may be Modi’s greatest coups, for the circumstances of neither were propitious. As regards the former, several key players were out of the running: ESPN-Star had bought the ICC rights, Nimbus the Indian rights, and Zee was embroiled in ICL; Sony CEO Kunal Dasgupta came through for Modi, an old friend, just when he was needed. And where the franchises were concerned, big industrial presences like Tata, Hero and the Mittal group had held aloof from the untested concept. But Modi’s search for franchisees, in cahoots with IMG and direct marketing firm Direxions Marketing Solutions, had turned up an impressive mix of blue-chip and blue-sky investors.




    Five franchisees were chiefly commercial, albeit with strong sporting links. Mukesh Ambani of family-owned Reliance Industries, whose father had sponsored the 1987 World Cup, acquired the Mumbai Indians for US$111.9 million. Vijay Mallya of family-owned UB, whose Kingfisher beer empire already owned a Formula One team, football team and thoroughbred stable, acquired the Bangalore Royal Challengers for US$111.6 million. Media baron T Venkattram Reddy, who controls Deccan Chronicle Holdings, forked out US$107 million for the Deccan Chargers. Industrialist Narayanaswami Srinivasan led Indian Cements into the US$91.9 million purchase of the Chennai Super Kings. And GM Rao’s infrastructure conglomerate GMR backed the US$84 million acquisition of the Delhi Daredevils.




    Then came the glamour. GMR’s bid was fronted by Bollywood star Akshay Kumar, and two other franchises laid it on even thicker. Bollywood starlet Preity Zinta fronted the US$76 million bid involving her businessman boyfriend, Ness Wadia, and investors Mohit Burman and Karan Paul, for Kings XI Punjab; Shah Rukh Khan, blockbuster maker extraordinaire, put his Red Chillies Entertainment on the line for US$75 million in buying the Kolkata Knight Riders. Perhaps most intriguing of all was Emerging Media, run from London by Manoj Badale and associated with Rupert Murdoch’s son Lachlan, who under the name Investors in Cricket had promoted ventures like a reality television talent search called Cricket Star with actress Shilpa Shetty. The Rajasthan Royals were acquired for a cut-down US$67 million, and recruited the only foreign captain in Shane Warne; Shetty, brand ambassador for the franchise, was later announced to have acquired a minority stake with her husband, Raj Kundra.




    For the last in particular but all in general, the business proposition was disarmingly attractive. The franchises stood to receive 60 per cent of the sponsorship revenues in the first ten years, and 80 per cent of the television revenues after production costs in the first two years, scaling down slightly thereafter. The advertising benefits were less quantifiable, but arguably no less real: Royal Challengers was named for UB’s whisky brand in a country that forbids the advertisement of alcohol, the Super Kings for Indian Cements’ flagship product Coromandel Super King. It’s arguable, in fact, that the ensuing player auction on 20 February, devised by IMG in collaboration with Christie’s and Sotheby’s, was the most conspicuous but least financially significant event of the preliminaries to the league. The money was already in the pot; the players merely spiced the recipe.




    Where the auction was significant was in a cricket sense. For while Modi was apt to present the IPL as involving ‘more than cricket’, insofar as it featured music, dancing and other entertainment, it also involved less than cricket, for the comprehensive skill base cricket has traditionally encouraged was in some respects almost a disadvantage for players. The auction prices players fetched were dictated by local marketability, momentary caprice and bidder’s ego. Peripheral members of the Indian team were hyped up: Ishant Sharma cost US$950 000, Irfan Pathan US$925 000 and Robin Uthappa US$800 000. Warne, meanwhile, was valued at US$450 000, Ponting at US$400 000 and Chaminda Vaas at just US$200 000. Indian youngsters Suresh Raina, Mohammad Kaif and Manoj Tiwary fetched more than US$2 million between them; Glenn McGrath and Shivnarine Chanderpaul attracted no bids at their first offer, and were bought second time around at their base prices, respectively US$350 000 and US$200 000. Not that bias was wholly parochial. Brett Lee, singer of a self-penned Bollypop hit with Asha Bhose and poster boy in India for Timex, New Balance and TVS, cost Kings XI Punjab US$900 000; Wasim Jaffer, India’s most consistent Test batsman of the previous twelve months, was a US$150 000 snip for the Bangalore Royal Challengers. ‘Obviously it hurts’, he admitted. ‘I have proved myself, and I have made runs in Test cricket, over 2000 of them.’ But he was an orthodox, unflinching opening batsman—a type for which Twenty20 had no call. The auction was about value, the market’s verdict and also values, which were not those of cricket as hitherto understood. The question unanswered to this day, how the latter will henceforward be shaped by the former, has been phrased best by another opening batsman Aakash Chopra, bought for a chump change of US$30 000 by the Kolkata Knight Riders. As he puts it in Beyond the Blues (2009):
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