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Introduction—No Longer Children of a Lesser God

Boria Majumdar

It was sometime in late 2010, and the New Delhi CWG had just ended. A few athletes were chatting amongst themselves when one of them mentioned the Asian Games, which was less than a month away. Deepa Malik, who happened to be there, stepped into the conversation and told everyone present that the Asian Para Games were also just around the corner. That’s when someone asked if by ‘para’ she meant ‘parachute’. Fifteen years ago, there was hardly any sensitivity regarding para sports in India. People would casually throw out statements like, “Blind, armless, legless, amputee, langda (limp),” without understanding how such words could hurt the sentiments of others.

It is now four decades since Children of a Lesser God won Marlee Matlin an Academy Award for its sensitive portrayal of a young woman with a hearing disability. But the title of the movie itself was a searing reminder of how we treat those ‘different’ from us, especially in a physical sense. That conversation back in 2010 brought that home with the force of a sledgehammer. 

Medals were few and far between, and the athletes were not accorded the respect they deserved. Perhaps that is why Devendra Jhajharia’s father told him ahead of the 2004 Paralympics that only if he won gold in Athens would there be any chance of things changing. If he failed, every person with a disability in India would be failing with him. Devendra won gold with a world-record throw, and the seeds of change were sown.

To explain in more detail: one of the things I have done repeatedly in recent years is ask audiences across India if they have heard of Murlikant Petkar. I have done this in almost every leadership talk I have given. To my utter disappointment, 90 per cent of the time, no hand goes up. And these are mostly educated audiences who read and consume visual content. Each time I have asked a follow-up question about how many know of Kartik Aaryan, almost two-thirds of the audience have raised their hands. Many smile at the question—a kind of smile a known name brings to people’s faces. When I point out that Kartik Aaryan recently played Murlikant Petkar in his biopic, Chandu Champion, I am met with a collective sigh. So, while we celebrate huge advances in Indian Paralympic sport, the struggle for recognition has by no means ended. Much work still needs to be done in creating awareness, and this book is a sincere effort.

Take the Paris Paralympic Games, for example. Those who follow Paralympic sport knew that India would perform well. India had won 111 medals at the 2023 Para Asian Games and had also done extremely well at the World Para Athletics Championships in August 2023. Our athletes stood out in shooting, athletics, table tennis, and badminton between 2022 and 2024, and Paris was expected to be the climax. Yet there was very little media support. When we planned our Paralympics coverage, it was a tough task to justify sending a six-member team to the French capital. Some even suggested I was trying to give my colleagues a paid European holiday! “What’s the ROI?” I was repeatedly asked. “How many people will watch?” was always the follow-up question.

Let me make a confession: I am not naïve enough to think or claim that Paralympic viewership will come close to, say, the Indian Premier League (IPL) or even a bilateral Indian men’s cricket series. But that was never the point. Who has said that the Paralympics are any less important than cricket just because fewer people watch it? When has it ever been only about numbers? Satyajit Ray will forever remain a legend, even if far fewer people have watched Pather Panchali compared with a Dhurandhar.

This was one of the reasons I insisted on travelling with a six-member team to the Paralympics. And for once, I was not disappointed. As the Indian medal haul started to rise, interest back home also grew. Sheetal Devi set the tone with a stellar opening performance, and then badminton and athletics took over. While I do not want to single anyone out, the truth is that many of these athletes had never faced the media before. There were eight Indian journalists present in Paris, six of whom were from RevSportz, and by the time the Games ended, the athletes had all become friends.

Consider this from Yogesh Kathuniya: “Dada, let’s go to the Eiffel Tower together. I will take my silver medal with me, and we can do a show from the top of the tower. We can even take the cruise—it will be a lovely show to do,” he said.

“When have we ever seen athletes suggest story ideas like this?” I asked my colleagues in Paris.

Sumit Antil went one better. The day after he won his historic second Paralympic gold, he saw us all in front of the village and asked if we had eaten lunch. The truth is, we were starving and planned to eat soon after finishing a recording. Sumit may have realised this or overheard something and insisted on treating us to lunch to celebrate his gold medal. Ask any journalist, and you will know this is a very rare gesture. Hardly ever will an athlete insist on taking the touring media out to celebrate a gold medal. But that is how the Paralympic domain is. It is still not a hyper-commercialised or highly professionalised fraternity. The boundaries remain porous, and human values are still a key feature. Journalists are not always looking for controversies or negative stories, and the athletes are not afraid of the media. The synergy still exists, which may explain why we had tremendous access to athletes and coaches while writing this book.

To cite another example: when India reached the landmark of 25 medals in Paris, a special celebration was hosted by the contingent inside the Games Village. To my pleasant surprise, Devendra Jhajharia, the President, extended a special invite to everyone from Team RevSportz. Not only were we welcomed into the team room, but it was a delight to see that some excellent Indian sweets had made their way to the celebration. At the end of the formal event, Harvinder, Yogesh, Nishad, and a few of us sat in the village precinct for hours catching up on stories. It was a wonderful evening spent.

What I am trying to get at is this: this was a book waiting to be written, not just for the achievements of the last few years, but also because the athletes want their stories told. The interviews and conversations aren’t cosmetic, and the passion is still what drives the domain. A Navdeep will still say to us, “aap logo ne to hero bana diya mujhe [you people have made me a hero],” greeting us with a smile, while a Sumit will say without hesitation, “aap ko bar bar bolna nahi padega. Main conclave mein aaunga zaroor [you wouldn’t have to tell me time and again. I’ll definitely come to conclave].”

There is an opportunity out there. India can indeed make the top ten in the medals tally in Los Angeles 2028. With the kind of talent and potential we now have in the country, this is no longer a pipe dream. There is government and corporate support, and money isn’t an issue anymore. What we need to guard against is a lack of professionalism. Dogs biting international athletes and delegates at a home Para World Championship, as happened in Delhi in October 2025, cannot become the international headline. Such incidents are avoidable, and maximum effort must go into making things perfect.

So what’s the way forward for Indian Paralympic sport? Can India really make it to the top flight of the world, and can the momentum be sustained in the next few years?

While there are no easy answers to these questions, one thing is clear: we need to sustain interest. In the six to eight months after Paris, there was not a single event in the country where the Paralympic medal winners weren’t present. Each made a lot of money and had become stars. But now that things have moved on, they aren’t invited anymore. This is a very Indian trait. We live in the moment and splurge money on impulse. Why should huge sums only be spent on the winners? Some of them already have more than enough, yet we continue to repeat the same mistake over and over. At the same time, no one asks about the athletes who weren’t able to make the podium in Paris. Some may have missed by a whisker, and yet they are not even mentioned, let alone celebrated. We need to change—and change for the better. And do so now. If we really want to turn the corner and become a sporting nation, we cannot be seen to celebrate only the medal winners.

Also, Para sport is not charity. The athletes don’t need our sympathy. We don’t fund Paralympic sport because they have a certain disability. It is never about sympathy. We fund them because these are men and women of extraordinary talent, breaking limits of human endurance and making a mark. They need empathy, not sympathy. It is this systemic change that can make India one of the foremost para sport nations in the world.

Let me take you back to what happened with Sheetal Devi in Paris. The qualifiers had just ended at the Invalides Arena, and Devi had scored an incredible 702 to break the world record. We were in the media zone when, all of a sudden, a stream of journalists—from The Times, The Telegraph, The New York Times and other leading newspapers—came rushing to interview Sheetal Devi. Each one wanted to celebrate her. The 17-year-old Sheetal, however, was unfazed. Biting into her banana, I remember her telling me, “Sir, mujhe just khelna hai. Pehle medal jeetne do, phir yeh sab karenge.” She then asked me to convey to the international press that she was tired and would prefer a joint press conference rather than individual interviews.

I saw a very different India in front of me: a confident, resilient, and determined India that isn’t afraid to face the world. Sheetal was eloquent when asked what message she had for her people back home. “If I can, everyone can,” she said. A revolution was well and truly underway before our eyes, and we needed to document it.

Fast forward to the last day and the last gold medal. When Navdeep Singh closed India’s medal tally in Paris with a record throw, it marked the culmination of a decade of effort. And when he asked his coach to say “Ma Kasam,” it showed us an aspect of India that we so love—a humble, committed country desperate to make a mark. Navdeep has seen suffering. So has Sheetal. Neither of them have given up. While Navdeep has been around for a while, for Sheetal it was her first Paralympics. And yet what united them was the quest for excellence: the passion to do something for the nation and transform things forever. It is this quest that we have tried to document. From Devendra and Deepa to Sumit and Harvinder, and finally Navdeep and Sheetal, this is the quest that will be passed on to future generations of athletes.

The 29 medals won in Paris could well become 50 in Los Angeles. To think we had a solitary medal in London 2012, and now possibly 50 in LA 2028—it is quite a story. A tale of grit and a never-say-die attitude. With systems and structures in place, and funding a reality, there is no stopping Indian Paralympic sport. As you read the book, remember Sheetal’s words: “If I can, everyone can.” All we need to do is back her and her peers. Follow the sport and celebrate them. Criticise them if they fail, but watch them. And yes, no sympathy. They don’t need it. They need our support, yes, but not our sympathy. They are men and women of extraordinary ability, and this is their story.
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The Growth of Paralympic Sport in India

Boria Majumdar

It had never occurred that two Indians draped in the tricolour celebrated winning medals at an Olympic stadium in front of a near-packed crowd. It was to this rarity that the country woke up on Saturday, 10 September 2016, in Rio de Janeiro, when Mariappan Thangavelu and Varun Bhati won gold and bronze respectively in the high jump at the Paralympics. And in what was yet another huge moment for India, Deepa Malik followed up with a silver in the shot put on September 13, throwing 4.61 metres, a personal best. Finally, it was Devendra Jhajharia, with his second Paralympic gold, who ensured India rounded off the Games rather superbly in Brazil.

However, compared to the national outpouring of emotion following the bronze won by Sakshi Malik and PV Sindhu’s silver, the reactions to gold, silver, and bronze at the Para Games was, at best, muted. While the athletes were celebrated on social media by ordinary Indian sports fans, politicians who joined the bandwagon in the Sakshi–Sindhu aftermath mostly kept away. State governments too—many of whom had declared rewards for the two girls, and rightly so—were largely silent.

This is what needed to change. From the way para athletes were given a send-off to the number of sponsors who have come forward in celebrating them following the 29 medals at Paris 2024, Paralympics in India are finally getting their due. It is essential to state in this context that our treatment of Devendra, Sumit Antil, Suhas Yathiraj, Avani Lekhara, and others—and the sensitivity and affection showered on these super-achievers—will go a long way to defining us as a people and show the world what kind of society we are. Are we celebrating our para athletes enough, or are we still going to discriminate between Olympians and Paralympians? Will Devendra be considered as decorated as Neeraj Chopra or Abhinav Bindra? Will awards and monetary rewards pour in from across the country? Did the 24/7 media, which celebrated Neeraj’s homecoming for over 120 hours in 2021, do even a tenth of that when Nitesh Kumar, Navdeep Singh, and Avani returned to India in 2024?

In the west, para athletes have long been accorded the same respect as Olympians. Medal winners are feted in the same manner, and the Para Games receive similar prominence in the media. In India, however, this has never been the case. We have, as a society, tended to look down upon our para athletes, invested little in facilities to encourage them to take up sport, and done very little to decorate them or turn them into national icons. Such a mindset—appalling, to say the least—betrays the very ideals of equality and civil liberty that the country stands for, and the Paralympics have emerged as a major platform in transforming this trend.

Paris has given us the opportunity to redeem ourselves and stand up to the test of our own conscience. Each of the 84 athletes who participated demonstrated that it was never truly about facilities and infrastructure, as is often claimed. It was always about will and the determination to succeed. It was about the fire in the belly and the conviction to make a mark at the biggest stage of them all. Finally, it was about the burning desire to make the country proud.

Taking a cue from Neeraj, the men’s hockey team, Aman Sehrawat, Nitesh, and Navdeep, Indian sport can take a giant leap in the next few years. We now know that it is possible—eminently possible. It is time to become a sensitive, multi-sporting nation.

The Tokyo 2021 Impact

Krishna Nagar had just won India’s fifth gold medal at the Tokyo Paralympics in 2021, taking the total tally to an impressive 19. Fifty-four athletes winning 19 medals, including five golds, was a telling statement—especially when we consider that the cumulative medal tally between 1968, when India first participated in the Paralympics, and 2016, when the country won four medals, was only 12. Tokyo represented a 425 per cent increase on the Rio number. Understandably, Deepa Malik, then President of the PCI, was elated. But she also faced a rather peculiar problem.

“The PCI isn’t a very rich organisation,” she said. “But we are committed to honouring our athletes and celebrating them in every way we can. As a result, we had made these gold bracelets for each of our medal winners as a token of our gratitude and affection. We had ordered 15, and now I have the happy problem of increasing it to 20!”

For the first time in India’s sporting history, a Games of this magnitude had exceeded expectations. In fact, it could be said that a process which had started in 2004 was finally gaining momentum.

We had seen a similar surge in the Olympics post-London 2012. India, for the first time ever, had won six medals. The mood was positive, and much was expected thereafter. However, within months of the London Games, the Indian Olympic Association (IOA) was suspended due to administrative inefficiency and other issues. For months, Indian athletes were not allowed to participate under the national flag, and all the momentum built in London was lost.

While Tokyo was indeed a breath of fresh air, it was essential that the momentum continued in Paris. The foundation had been laid, but the superstructure still needed to be built. The Asian Para Games in 2023 added to the optimism, and when India returned with 111 medals, it was hoped that Paris would be a game-changer. Devendra, newly elected President of the Paralympic Committee of India, said in an interview, “Abki bar 25 paar,” adding, “Eight to ten gold medals are a very realistic expectation.”

India did win 29 medals in Paris, including seven golds, and also made the top 20 in the medals tally. It was a giant leap compared to 2004, when the very same Devendra had to travel to Athens with a javelin worth 300 Rupees and a pair of spikes costing 400. There was no other support forthcoming, and the Paralympics was barely a topic of discussion in the country.

The Journey

“Jitoge to badlao aayga, nahi toh nahi.”

In 2004, when Devendra, India’s most successful Paralympic athlete, was on his way to the Athens Games, he had just one person accompanying him to the airport. There was no politician, no bureaucrat, and no media to give him a send-off. The only person was his father, who tellingly said, “Agar tum jit ke aate ho to badlao aayga, nahi toh kuch nahi hoga [If you win and return, there will be change. Otherwise nothing will happen].”

Today, Devendra’s father is no more, but the “badlao” he had dreamt of has come. With Devendra’s gold medal in 2004, the Government of India, for the first time, accorded recognition to the Paralympic Committee of India.

By 2021, with a landmark 19 medals—including Devendra’s third Paralympic medal—the battle was partly won. And in Paris, the story was finally complete, with India winning 29 medals and making a serious statement to the world.

A Change in Attitude

Two things have changed in this journey. The first is the attitude of Indian athletes. Three of India’s gold medal winners best epitomise this shift.

Avani Lekhara, winner of back-to-back gold medals in shooting in 2021 and 2024, was still not satisfied with her performance. “I am a perfectionist,” said a smiling Avani. Still very young, she added, “I could have performed better during the gold medal contest. There is so much more to do. If my gold can encourage more people to play sport, it will mean a lot more to me.”

Sumit, who broke his own world record three times in 45 minutes in javelin in Tokyo, is another athlete who isn’t satisfied yet. “Haan, world record hua, but sahi mein bataun to mujhe 80 metres plus javelin phekna hai. Neeraj ne 89 metres pheka hai. Mujhe lagta hai mein bhi 80–82 metres phek sakta hoon [Yes, it was a world record, but truth be told, I wanted to throw the javelin over 80m. Neeraj has thrown 89m. I think I can throw 80-82m],” said Sumit. That is his next ambition: to break his world record many more times and reach the 80-metre mark. That explains why he was unhappy even after winning gold in Paris.

In Nitesh, India has a Paralympic gold medallist in badminton who just wants to keep winning. “We have been winning world championships for a while now. Yet there was not much recognition,” he said just days before going to Paris, adding, “Is liye humne tay kar liya tha ki Paralympics gold chahiye. Desh tabhi hume recognise karega [That’s why we decided we wanted the Paralympics gold. Only then will the country recognise us].”

Like it or not, it is this winning mentality that has made a significant difference. Had it been one or two medals instead of 29 in Paris 2024, this book would not have been written. The media would not have hyped things up, nationwide celebrations would not have happened, and the movement to mainstream para sport would have remained a pipe dream. While we should celebrate all 84 athletes as real-life heroes, the significance of medals cannot be underestimated.

It is this winning mindset that defines India’s Paralympic campaign in Paris. In London 2012, the Indians had very little idea of what was required. We were still very new to producing Paralympic champions. HN Girisha won a silver in London purely based on individual brilliance. In Rio 2016, things were a little better when 19 Indian athletes won four medals. But even then, a medal was more a novelty. That India could win ten or more medals was still a pipe dream.

In the last decade, that has changed. We now have athletes who have won at the Commonwealth and Asian levels, as well as at multiple Para World Championships held annually. They are at the top of their sport, ranked between one and five. They know how to win; they are no longer overawed or merely participating. They are there to compete, and to win.

The second, and perhaps most important, change in the last five years has come from growing public and private sector support. Between 2019 and 2021, the government invested ₹8.2 crore in para sports facilities—based on a statement in the Lok Sabha. While this may seem a pittance compared with investment in other Olympic sports, it was a huge increase compared to previous years.

Individual athletes who won medals in 2021 and 2024 all benefitted from the government’s Target Olympic Podium Scheme (TOPS). Not only did the government spend ₹7 lakh on Sumit’s prosthetic leg, but he was also given every opportunity to train with able-bodied athletes such as Neeraj and compete in the same tournaments. Antil trained in Finland and Tunisia for several weeks and felt ready for Paris in 2024. In fact, he is on record saying that competing with Neeraj helped and made a serious difference to his preparation.

For Bhavina Patel, India’s first medallist in Tokyo, the TOPS scheme was a game-changer. A wheelchair Paralympian, Bhavina had long struggled with funds, and matters came to a head when her father, who runs a small cutlery shop, had to decide between her sport and education for his two other children. Had it not been for government intervention, Bhavina could never have managed to get the robot she needed as her practice partner, which made a huge difference to her preparation. “Mera sab kuch badal gaya [Everything changed for me],” said Bhavina. “Practice to better hona hi tha, mujhe yeh bhi laga ki hum bhi important hain [Practice had to be better, but I also felt that we were important],” added India’s first table tennis medallist at the Paralympics.

Avani, on the other hand, has received support from both the public and private sectors. While the government and the Sports Authority of India (SAI) funded her training, GoSports Foundation covered the costs of her personal coach, Suma Shirur. “It made a big difference,” confessed Avani. “I was not sure if my body would be able to cope with the rigours of training. Frankly, had it not been for government support, it would have been difficult to buy the equipment and undertake the kind of training required for the Paralympics. With my coach always by my side, it made a huge difference.”

Whether it was Mona Agarwal, who won bronze in shooting in Paris 2024, or Harvinder Singh, who won gold in archery, the TOPS scheme benefitted almost every athlete who went to the Games. “Having a dedicated academy for para badminton makes a huge difference,” said Gaurav Khanna, the national coach. Each of the medal winners—Pramod Bhagat, Krishna Nagar, Manoj Khanna, and Suhas Yathiraj in Tokyo, or Nitesh, Manisha Ramadas, Thulasimathi Murugesan, and Nithya Sre Sivan in Paris—train at his academy in Lucknow. “It has everything you need to prepare a world-class athlete, and that’s where support makes a key difference,” said Khanna, one of the most talked-about Indian coaches. “During lockdown, we could continue to train because we now have a dedicated facility. Earlier, we had to compete with able-bodied athletes for slots, and it wasn’t helpful for anyone. Things have changed, and changed for the better.” 

Twenty-nine medals, however, are just the beginning. The system is by no means perfect, and much work still needs to be done to ensure we achieve the desired level of sensitivity. “This is the best opportunity we have ever had,” says Deepa Malik. “We must ensure we have far more classifiers, develop systems to tap into grassroots talent, and encourage people to play sport.” India participated in just nine of the 22 sports in Tokyo, evidence that potential remains largely untapped. In Paris, the number increased slightly. With proper systemic and structural support, India can aim to win 50 medals at LA28.

What the PCI did right for Paris was invest in a cluster of sports, following the tried-and-tested British model. Britain, which had just one Olympic gold medal in Atlanta in 1996, managed to win 29 gold medals in London and 27 in Rio. This was made possible with the introduction of lottery funding in 1997 and the identification of a number of sports where energies and money were concentrated. Cycling, for example, was a chosen sport. With many medals on offer, this strategy yielded rich dividends for Britain. 

The PCI followed a very similar strategy. While every athlete was being monitored, maximum energies were channelled into athletics and badminton, with India winning a bagful of medals in these two disciplines. Even the IOA’s senior management recognised the success of this vision. “The Paralympic Committee of India got it right,” said a senior administrator. “We always felt we would win double-digit medals, but for whatever reason, we could not at the Olympics. PCI invested in only a few sports where medals seemed likely, and this strategy worked very well for them.” 

With the world moving towards a far more inclusive Olympic and Paralympic movement, there is talk of a Paralympic revolution underway in India. With all the momentum gained in Paris 2024, LA28 presents India’s best opportunity to sensitise people and become a more inclusive society. It is essential to understand that Paralympics does not mean sport only for men and women with disabilities. Rather, “Para” stands for “parallel sport”, and the world has over a billion people who belong to this category.

Towards a Better Future

On the last day of the Tokyo 2021 Paralympics, I was driving through a narrow by-lane in Kolkata when I was drawn to a fascinating piece of graffiti. It featured pictures of all the Paralympic medal winners with the words “Go India Go” written beneath each of their photos. I can say with certainty that such a thing would not even have been imaginable in 2016. The men and women who created this graffiti were proof of the real change we are talking about. Each medal winner was a national hero, and every time we celebrate them, we take a step closer to becoming a better society.

Following Tokyo, if the 29 medals in Paris lead to respect for people with disabilities, the creation of basic facilities such as ramps and toilets in public places, and more sporting opportunities for future athletes, the 2024 Games will justly go down in history as the one that changed it all for India.

The RevSportz Paralympics Story – A Case Study of How India Had Changed

At RevSportz, we had covered the Paris 2024 Olympics with seven reporters on the ground in France. Many initially called the plan foolish and said we would never recover even half the money spent. They were wrong. Not only did we recover costs, but we also made a profit. Secondly, in terms of brand building and shaping perceptions of who we are, there could have been no better opportunity. And finally, there is no better event to cover on the ground; each one of us felt enriched as a result.

But then, it was the Olympics. What about the Paralympics, we asked ourselves while planning the Olympic coverage? It was not as if we could simply stay in Paris and jump straight into the Para Games. There was a two-week gap between August 11 and 26, and costs in Paris are prohibitive. Should we even try to get the entire team back to France, or was it too ambitious a plan? Would corporates be receptive to the idea and support the vision, or was India still not ready to back the Paralympics with the same energy?

All of this planning had to be done a year and a half in advance, as we needed to make bookings and pay for hotels and flights. It was a risk, and the truth is I was riddled with self-doubt. I wasn’t sure if the country was ready, and while it was a deep personal commitment, getting RevSportz involved was a challenge. That’s when I decided to speak to our investors and propose the idea. The feedback was an eye-opener. Each of the 17 High-Net-Worth Individuals (HNIs) backed the vision and suggested we go ahead full steam. Something had definitely changed in India.

The point to note here is that no one knew how many medals India would win. While I kept telling them it would be the highest ever and that we would touch 25, it was more conjecture than anything else. With wholehearted support from the Paralympics Committee of India, we eventually decided to send a five-member team to Paris to cover the Games—a first in the history of sports coverage in India.

There were, in total, eight journalists from India in Paris, six of whom were from RevSportz. It was not perfect, but it was a step forward from Tokyo, when no one was on the ground with Covid still a grim reality. What stood out for us on the very first day was how well the Indians had prepared. We visited the village to meet Devendra, and, even before the President could come to see us, we met Satyanarayana—the Athletics head coach, but more importantly, the live wire behind the contingent. Satya, as he is fondly called, is a doer. He leaves no stone unturned in getting things done and has his heart in the right place.

“We have rented this apartment just outside the village,” he told us. “In the past, it has happened that the media or the athletes don’t really have a place to speak to each other. We need to facilitate such interactions and get stories out there. Also, the athletes and the media crave Indian food, and while we aren’t complaining about the food in the village, we have made arrangements for Indian food in the apartment at all times. We have also ensured fast internet is available for everyone so that the media can send their stories back, and the athletes can surf their phones and relax.”

While this may seem like a small and inconsequential step to many, the reality is it was a fantastic way to ensure synergy. The attention to detail stood out. The apartment was just outside the village, so there was no extra travel required. In extremely hot weather, it was a refuge. Basic supplies of water and food were always available, making a telling difference in the end. We were the first to use the space once Satya had shown it to us, and we interviewed Devendra there in extremely comfortable surroundings.

“I have personally spoken to every athlete,” said Devendra. “Many of these men and women are young, and it is their first Games. The pressure is at its highest—that’s where mistakes happen. We need to be conscious that not everyone will win. While we will return with the maximum number of medals we have ever won, there will be some disappointments as well. We need to be prepared for them. It can’t be that we celebrate the winners and neglect those who don’t win medals. Each athlete in Paris has earned his or her spot. Each one is a winner. Life has asked a lot of questions of them. They have answered them all and made it here. It will be my quest as President to be with every athlete, not just the medal winners, and that’s where I’d like to make a difference.”

He was speaking like a true athlete—someone who knows what it is like to win, and more importantly, to lose. That’s when one needs support. For those who won medals, the whole country was there to celebrate them. But those who did not win should not be disregarded either. That’s where the PCI made a real difference. Unlike in the past, when no one really knew what happened to those who did not win, in Paris, Devendra made it a point to speak to each and every one of them. In fact, on the last day, there was a celebration in the village, and every athlete present was invited to join. Some, like Pooja, who had narrowly missed the bronze medal in mixed archery, were still in tears, but every effort was made to ensure she felt better. The Indians in Paris acted like a real collective, and that was one of the high points of the campaign.

For us, every door was opened by the PCI. Athletes were made available for interviews, information was shared promptly, and timings communicated in a timely manner. The athletes, administrators, and the media were all working in synergy. While we were indeed telling some great stories, the questions that confronted us were: Would there be takers? Would people watch? Would they consume the Paralympics with the same passion as the Olympics? While the early signs were promising, we realised that India needed to win medals consistently to sustain momentum. When that started happening, the mood lifted. Although the customary “Olympians can’t while Paralympians can” argument did emerge, we were able to control the narrative and emphasise that the Paralympics should be consumed as a separate event. To deride Olympians using Paralympic success as a yardstick was simply wrong.

The traction wasn’t bad. With each passing day, more people tuned in to the coverage. The website drew serious traffic, and people started reaching out to us in every possible way. We could sense that things were beginning to work, but truth be told, we needed that one magic moment to make the campaign revolutionary. We needed the coverage to go viral, to get everyone talking. In the age of social media, that’s what sponsors want to see—and that’s what we were waiting for. Little did we know that it would happen at the very end of the campaign, and things would actually go through the roof. To date, it remains the most-watched reel on RevSportz, with over 25 million video views and some 45 million impressions on Instagram alone. It is entirely organic and demonstrates how the content was consumed in the end. While an entire chapter is dedicated to the Navdeep Singh story, it suffices to say that his “Khao Ma Kasam” comment became the tagline for India’s Paralympics campaign.

The virality of the comment and its centrality to the Paralympic discourse

By the time Navdeep’s turn came to compete, India had already performed fantastically well in Paris. It did not really matter if Navdeep won or not. But without his “Khao Ma Kasam” comment, the Paris Paralympics wouldn’t have been the same. The way it happened made it even more fascinating. He did not intend to say it to us in an interview; he was actually recounting the story to Soumyajit after the formal interview had ended. People were relaxed and chatting in our designated spot outside the village where interviews took place. Afterwards, we would all go for lunch at an Indian eatery just around the corner. Navdeep, who was the story on the last day, was doing his interviews and looking at Paralympic pins with a couple of collectors who had items on display. In sum, he was just enjoying the moment with a few of us present. That’s when he happened to mention the “Khao Ma Kasam” story to Soumyajit. I was sitting close by and happened to overhear. It felt significant, so we requested him to say it on camera.

Twenty-five million video views on Instagram was not something we had planned. When it happened, it was a pleasant surprise—not for any other reason than the fact that the country had embraced the Paralympics. Navdeep became a household name, and everyone knew the story. The 29 medals had finally set the stage, and India had started to believe that 50 medals were a real possibility at LA28.

It was no longer about sympathy. These athletes weren’t just stories to be told—they deserved empathy, and they needed to be treated as athletes on par with their able-bodied counterparts. If they underperformed, much like a few of the badminton stars in Paris, it is our duty to call them out. There’s no need to hold back just because someone is a para athlete. That is where the media went wrong in the past—where empathy turns into sympathy, and the story becomes something it shouldn’t.

When we proposed this book to our publishers at Simon & Schuster, it was never rooted in sympathy for our athletes. It was a story waiting to be told: of grit, resilience, determination, and, of course, success and failure. Just as India’s Olympic journey has been documented, the Paralympics needed chronicling, and that is what this book aims to do. It isn’t structured chronologically; it focuses on storytelling to understand the journey. From Murlikant Petkar to the present day, it is a journey poised for an ultimate take-off at LA28. And in all of it, the journey is profoundly human. Each athlete strives for excellence and fails more often than not. Yet, none ever give up. They need our support, just like any other athlete in India, and we need to celebrate them for their effort, not their disability. That is the quest of this book, and that is the story we want to tell.

It is not a chronological or linear narrative. Some athletes are covered more extensively than others, depending on our proximity and knowledge of them. While every athlete has a story and is important, we have focused on deep dives rather than surface-level coverage. By no means is this book a complete history of the Paralympic movement in India; rather, it uses Paris as a prism to narrate how the movement has taken shape and how it can only grow from here. It is also a story of discipline and commitment, values exemplified by every athlete featured.

Consider Suhas, who had just finished his gold medal match in Paris and secured his second consecutive Paralympic silver. As planned, we caught up outside the venue for our customary interview. To my surprise, Suhas said, “Boria bhai, you come to my office day after tomorrow in Lucknow, and I will treat you to some nice chai.” He was leaving for India the next morning and would rejoin his day job as Sports Secretary, Government of UP, the following day. It took a moment to sink in. 

Here was someone who had just won a silver medal at the Paralympics, following a gold medal at the World Championships the previous year—and now he would return to work immediately, no break, no holiday to celebrate. It was all about discipline and commitment. Hard work, and more hard work. That is what it is all about—the story of these athletes and the story of India’s Paralympic revolution. This book attempts to make sense of that story and, in doing so, give these athletes their due. They have enriched Indian sport and continue to do so every single day.
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The Man with the Rs 300 Javelin—
The Inspiring Story of Devendra Jhajharia

Boria Majumdar

It was the peak of lockdown in April 2020 and none of us really knew what was in store for the next few months. All sport, for the first time in my life, had come to a standstill. There was nothing on and, with dire predictions all round, I was depressed. The work I do—studying and writing on sport—was deemed of little value at the time and there was nothing much to look forward to. The Olympic Games, against all hope, had been postponed indefinitely and there was no light at the end of the tunnel. I remember listening to the Health Ministry bulletins every afternoon, wondering when things would improve.

What added to the doom and gloom was the number of job cuts in the media industry. With sport not happening, major houses decided to lay off staff and such developments always left me uncomfortable. My own team was trimmed down and it was a sad reality. With little to do, I decided to call Devendra Jhajharia one day just to have a chat. He had become a friend over the years and is an athlete I hold in the highest regard. 

Devendra, I remember, picked up immediately and sounded his usual warm self. “Bhai saab kaise ho [How are you]?” he asked. After exchanging pleasantries, I asked him what he was up to with the entire country in lockdown.

“Training kar raha hoon bhai saab. Subah shaam training chal rahi hai [I’m training, morning
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Why Devendra Jhajharia Got an Axe and Cut Wood for Months

















Turning a New Leaf – President of the Paralympic Committee of India
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