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			Frontispiece
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			A fan with his heroes. (The author, centre, with Anil Kumble to his right and Bishan Singh Bedi to his left.)

		

		
			Dedication

			In memory of my father,

			who bought me my first cricket books.

			And for my son, first reader of this one.

		

		
			Epigraph

			The longer I live, I am pleased to say, the less nationalistic I become. The outcome of a match is interesting but not, on the scales of time, of any great moment. What IS important is whether a particular contest gives to posterity a challenge that is accepted and won, or yields in classical technique an innings or a bowling effort that makes the game richer, so that the devotee can say years afterwards, with joy in his voice, ‘I saw that performance.’

			Jack Fingleton

		

		
			1

			Cricket in Paradise

			I

			I have no memories of the first cricket match I saw. Yet I have heard so much about it since that I can write about it as if I did. The match was played at the cricket ground of the Indian Forest College (IFC) in Dehradun. The field was ringed to the south and the west by stately old beech trees. To the east were rows of probationers’ hostels, built in red brick. On the ground’s northern side ran a road, beyond which were officers’ bungalows built in the style of Lutyens’ Delhi. If one bowled or umpired from the southern end (as I often did in later years) one had a magnificent view of the Mussoorie Hills rising to seven thousand feet and beyond.

			Dehradun is now the capital of the state of Uttarakhand, and has a million and more residents. When I was born, in 1958, it was a small district town in Uttar Pradesh, notable for its beauty. It was set in a long, low, valley, with the Siwalik Hills to its south and the Himalaya mountains to its north. Its western border was defined by the Yamuna river; its eastern border by the Ganga, which the Yamuna eventually joined, several hundred miles into the plains. The district had large tracts of sal forests, rich in animal and bird life, interspersed with paddy fields and litchi orchards and a whole clutch of government institutions. These included the Survey of India, the Indian Military Academy, and the Forest Research Institute (FRI).

			At the time I saw my first cricket match, my father was a scientist at the FRI, of which the Indian Forest College was a part. My maternal grandfather also worked at the FRI. His son – my mother’s brother – was a legendary local cricketer named N Duraiswami. When Durai was about ten – and himself watching cricket matches at the IFC ground – he fell from a wall and fractured his right arm. The doctor, who was incompetent or drunk, or perhaps both, set the plaster so tightly that Durai lost circulation in his main arm. Forever afterwards it hung limply from his body. He could use it to shake hands, but little else.

			My grandfather was the leading wood scientist in India. Unlike his father Durai was an academic duffer, but a terrific sportsman. He played football, hockey, tennis and squash to a decent level. The game he loved most was cricket. After his accident, Durai taught himself to bowl with his left hand, becoming an artful finger-spinner. He was a useful lower-order batsman, and – even with only one good arm – a superb fieldsman.

			The first cricket match I watched was played in 1962, when I was four. It was the annual derby between the probationers of the Indian Forest College and the staff of the Forest Research Institute. The captain of the FRI team was my uncle Durai, eligible to play as the son of an officer. Durai had just then completed three years at St Stephen’s College in Delhi, where his cricketing mates included K S Indrajitsinhji, later to keep wicket for India, as well as Prem Bhatia, Ramesh Dewan and Bharat Awasthy,* all to enjoy long and successful Ranji Trophy careers. In the 1961–2 college cricket season, Durai had taken the most wickets for his team. The season ended with the final of the inter-college championship, in which St Stephen’s played the university’s Law college. Law’s team included Manmohan Sood, who had just played his first (and it turned out, last) Test match, as well as Hanumant Singh, an elegant right-handed batsman then making loads of runs in first-class cricket and who a few years thereafter was to score a hundred on his Test debut. The turning point of this inter-college final was when Durai, fielding at deep mid-wicket, caught Manmohan Sood with the one good hand he had.

			Delhi was the capital of India, while Dehradun was, in cricketing as much as political terms, a backwater. Durai was well known and widely admired in the town’s sporting circles: for what he had done with one arm, and for having so recently played alongside some of the finest young cricketers in the country. (That he was incredibly handsome also helped.)

			In the summer of 1962, Durai was sent down from St Stephen’s for failing his final examinations. But honour at home could still be redeemed on the cricket field. In November of that year he played a critical part in Dehradun winning, for the first time, the inter-district championship of India’s largest state, Uttar Pradesh. With a lanky fast bowler named Jindo, Durai took all the wickets, and with a burly opening batsman named Sheel Vohra, Durai scored all the runs, as Dehradun defeated the fancied teams of Meerut, Aligarh, and Lucknow districts.

			In December 1962, my grandfather turned fifty-eight, the age at which government servants then retired. At the end of the month, and year, he would move from Dehradun to the southern city of Bangalore to start a new research institute, funded by the plywood industry. Durai still had one cricket match to play in our hometown, for the FRI against the IFC. While my uncle captained the FRI, the IFC was led by a fast bowler named Prasad, who had already played Ranji Trophy for his home state (Madhya Pradesh, as I recall) before coming to Dehradun as a probationer of the Indian Forest Service.

			Playing alongside Durai for the FRI in the first cricket match I watched was my father, Dr Subramaniam Rama Das Guha. He was the captain’s last choice, picked ahead of a promising young fast bowler named Manoj Sharma, the son of the Institute’s photographer. The decision was controversial. In past years, Dr Guha had used the long handle to good effect, but he was now pushing forty and a liability in the field. Did Durai pick him ahead of Manoj Sharma because he thought he needed more depth in batting? Or because Dr Guha was his brother-in-law?

			It was a glorious winter’s day in the foothills, crisp and cloudless. I watched from the tiled wooden pavilion beyond mid-wicket, while Durai won the toss and chose to field. He took six wickets as the IFC were bowled out for 132, in small-town cricket not an insubstantial score. Half of Durai’s victims were stumped, dragged out of the crease by his curving, alluring flight, the bails adroitly removed by the wicketkeeper, Ram Nath Gideon, the FRI’s medical officer who had once hunted in the forests of Kumaun with the famous slayer of man-eating tigers, Jim Corbett.

			When FRI went in to bat, the IFC’s Prasad made quick inroads with the new ball. Durai, coming in at number four – much higher than he batted for St Stephen’s – steadied the ship. While wickets fell around him he marched on, with clips to leg and the odd cover drive. He reached fifty, and the innings passed one hundred. Twenty to win, then ten, and now only five. With FRI’s score at 130 for eight, Durai pushed forward to the IFC’s off-spinner. The ball went through with the arm and took the outside edge of his bat, to be taken safely at slip.

			The last man in was Dr S R D Guha, on weekdays the officer-in-charge of the cellulose and paper branch. He knew how to experiment with chemicals on different kinds of wood and bamboo, and had published dozens of scientific papers. But could he win a cricket match?

			Four deliveries remained in the over. Three runs were needed to win. FRI’s number eleven swung the first ball he faced lustily towards mid-on. Watching the ball descend towards the fielder was Durai, in the pavilion, his pads still on. Also watching was the team’s twelfth man, Manoj Sharma, whose own disappointment at his team’s impending defeat was mixed with vindication at witnessing who had caused it. Had a last-minute choice by a nepotistic South Indian captain just handed the match to the enemy?

			Mid-on was the IFC’s captain, Prasad, also the only first-class cricketer on the field. Surely he would take the catch. But he didn’t and the ball popped in and out of his hands. To the next delivery, Dr Guha swung again and connected better. The ball soared high, over Prasad’s head and on to the boundary. The match was won. Number eleven had saved his team’s and his family’s honour. Waving his bat in the air, my father ran towards the pavilion where we sat. My uncle and I stood up to applaud, and I am told our twelfth man did so too.†

			Durai’s cricketing career in Dehradun having ended on a winning note, he moved with his father to Bangalore. I stayed on, since my father still had many years of service in the Forest Research Institute ahead of him.

			II

			The Forest Research Institute was spread over fifteen hundred acres, with homes and offices interspersed with patches of forest, containing trees from all over India, on which the scientists experimented. The campus had three full-sized cricket grounds: one belonging to the IFC, a second to the Northern Forest Rangers College, the third open to the Institute’s staff and children. It was on this last field (known residually as the ‘FRI Ground’) that I watched the first match I clearly remember. A team from the town of Saharanpur (on the other side of the Siwaliks, and known for having even better litchis than Dehradun) had come to play the FRI. My father – now no longer a playing member – had taken me along to watch. The visiting side had several Sikhs, including its captain, who was also the opening batsman. To a little Tamil boy from a family of scientists, Sikhs signified strength. This fellow certainly did, for, in the first over of the match, he hooked a bouncer ferociously, the ball landing on the road beyond the ground and bouncing away into someone’s garden. Shortly afterwards, it began to rain hard. No more play was possible on the day. The first cricket match I actually remember lasted five, perhaps ten, minutes. But I can see that hook shot still.

			My uncle was my first cricketing hero, but it was my father who told me my first cricketing stories. As a boy he had lived in the seaside town of Mangalore, then part of the Madras Presidency. A team had come visiting from the great city of Madras, which included Cota Ramaswami, who had played Test cricket as well as Davis Cup tennis for India. Ramaswami was a famous left-handed hitter who batted with his bat held aloft, above his shoulder. That image stuck, and stayed, which is why when it came to his first and his second ball in that FRI v IFC match of 1962, my father played the lofted shot both times. It was more or less the only stroke he knew, though Cota Ramaswami had of course played plenty of others.

			When he was twelve, my father moved with his family to Bangalore, then merely a middling size cantonment town, not the global metropolis it has since become. The star cricketer here was Benjamin Frank, a working-class Tamil who was making hundreds in local cricket, en route to a distinguished Ranji Trophy career with Mysore and Bengal. Frank, like Ramaswami, dealt mostly in fours and sixes. Watching him play, my father and his brother were inspired to set up a cricket club, which practised in Cubbon Park. After finishing school and college my father went on to do a PhD in chemistry at the Indian Institute of Science. The assistant in his laboratory was Benjamin Frank’s father. Hearing of the research student’s sporting interests, Frank senior presented him a bat once owned by his son. Years later, it was this willow which sent that ball for four over mid-on’s head to help FRI beat IFC in that epic match of 1962.

			My father spoke to me occasionally of C Ramaswami and B Frank, and, more often, of Lala Amarnath, unlike the other two a national cricketing hero, rather than a merely regional one. Amarnath was the first Indian to score a Test hundred, against an England Test side led by Douglas Jardine, no less; the first captain of a Test side representing independent India, in Australia in 1947, against a team led by Don Bradman, no less. He was a flamboyant character, known (and generally admired) for his anti-authoritarian streak, for battling against the Maharajas and colonial civil servants who in his time ruled Indian cricket.

			In 1941, my father passed his matriculation exam, at the top of his class; as a reward, his parents paid for him to have a week’s holiday in Bombay, always the most glamorous city in India, and at the time the country’s cricketing capital too. By a happy coincidence, my father’s visit coincided with a match played between the winners of the Ranji Trophy (who, that year, were Maharashtra) and a Rest of India side. He went to watch a day’s play, in the course of which he saw Lala Amarnath bat, bowl, field, and keep wicket – and captain his side for a brief while too.

			Also playing in that match were C K Nayudu, Vinoo Mankad, Syed Mushtaq Ali, and Vijay Hazare – all authentic cricketing greats – as well as a clutch of other Test players. But my father remembered only Lala. He spoke to me often about Amarnath’s all-round genius, as manifested before his eyes in the Brabourne Stadium in Bombay. Occasionally, as when he captained the Cellulose and Paper Branch in a friendly match, he put into practice what he had seen as a boy – by batting, bowling (lollilop leg-breaks), fielding (at slip), captaining, and even keeping wicket for a spell. In his own, entirely modest realm, my father would strive to be what Amarnath had once been at the highest levels of the game.

			I had an elder sister, whom my father taught to hurdle and long jump. But for me, his only son, the sport of choice was cricket. Our bungalow in the FRI had a spacious lawn, where I played with my father, with a plastic bat and ball to begin with, then a tennis ball, finally graduating to the real thing. One winter, when I was six or seven, my uncle Durai came visiting from Bangalore. He saw me bowl a leg-break, beating my father on the outside edge. The next ball was tossed up higher. My father went to hit it over mid-off, except that it was a googly this time, and bowled him through the gate.

			Watching this double act, Durai charted out a career path for me. I could bowl a leg-break, and a googly as well. And I had two legs and two arms. I would become the Test cricketer that he, with his tragic handicap, never could be.

			In India, and South India especially, the relationship with one’s mama, or maternal uncle, is very close. I was Durai’s first and favourite nephew, the son of his only sister (he was then unmarried, and was never to have any children of his own). That I became the object of his fantasies was not surprising. I was in any case cricket-mad. I played the game, I watched the game, I heard the game (on the radio), and I had begun reading about the game too. In 1965, I acquired my first Wisden Cricketers’ Almanack, featuring the Ashes series of the previous year (the Wisden was a present from a neighbour’s son, Captain Anup Singh Rawat, newly commissioned into the Army, and affectionately indulgent of my passion). I read the scores in the Almanack greedily, though I suppose not all the articles made sense (one, written by Sir Learie Constantine, carried the title: ‘Cricket: An Art or a Science?’).

			By the time I was eight, I was scoring for the FRI in their matches. In the winter sunshine I sat on a bench outside the pavilion; a table in front of me, the instruments of my trade spread out on it – the scoring book, several pens, and an open bottle of Quink’s Royal Blue Ink.

			III

			My hometown, Dehradun, was greatly beloved of the British colonialists for its moderate climate, stunning views, its forests teeming with wildlife, and its rivers abundant in fish. The FRI was one of many institutions the British set up in the valley. Each had its own cricket ground (or, as in the case of FRI, several), each one as charming as the next. The cricket ground of the Survey of India, at Hathibarkala – or the place where elephants once roamed – had the Mussoorie Hills to its north and west, and thick sal forests on the other two sides. The ground of the Rashtriya (formerly Royal) Indian Military College was next to a canal filled with water from the melting snows; and it had a jewel of a pavilion, with lattice work in intricate patterns.

			I have been to Lord’s and the Adelaide Oval, and to The Parks at Oxford and the county ground at Worcester as well. It’s true that no individual ground in Dehradun was quite as beautiful, but what dazzled was the collection, or combination. No town in Australia or England or South Africa has so many lovely sporting fields as Dehradun. And I watched and played cricket on all of them.

			The field in the Doon that carried the most cachet was located in the campus of the Indian Military Academy (IMA), where the officers of the country’s army were trained. In India – as in any nation new or old – the armed forces had enormous prestige. The cricket ground’s status was in part a product of this. That it had the only turf wicket in the district also contributed. Divided into three equal parts, the others devoted to football and hockey, it was a very long field, that extended so far that on a clear day one had a view of the Siwalik Hills that constituted the Valley’s southern perimeter.

			The campus of the IMA adjoined that of the FRI. The ‘gentleman cadets’ took their daily run (carrying heavy backpacks) around the magnificent main building of the FRI. Most mornings one was woken up by the bagpipes of the army band. In those pre-terrorist days, one could walk or cycle from one campus to another without being stopped or searched. They were separated by a nine-hole golf course called ‘FRIMA’, in theory belonging to both institutions but used by the military men alone, the equipment and refreshments subsidised by the taxpayer.

			In his years in the Doon, Durai had played or watched much cricket at the IMA. In 1951, he had seen Frank Worrell bat at the IMA for a visiting Commonwealth side. After Worrell was out for a low score, Durai saw him polish his boots and his pads, a lesson in love of one’s sporting gear that my uncle never forgot. A decade later, Durai had played at the IMA for a Dehradun XI against the Services team, when, after getting two or three wickets quickly, he was subject to a murderous assault by Major Rai Singh, a fast-bowling all-rounder who had hit a six out of the Melbourne Cricket Ground in the one Test match he played, back in January 1948. On this day, many years later, Rai Singh hit one drive so hard that after striking the boundary wall it rebounded yards back into the ground; and another even harder, such that it split cover point’s boots en route to the fence.

			Durai’s most vivid memory of the IMA ground, however, pertained not to cricket but to hockey. India then ruled the sport; we had won five Olympic hockey tournaments in succession. Before the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne, the Indian team had their pre-tournament camp at the IMA. As part of their training they played a local side, which was captained by a man named Chaturvedi, who had played hockey for India back in the 1930s. He was now sportsmaster at Durai’s school, St Joseph’s Academy, and chose my uncle to play for his side that day.

			Durai’s normal position at hockey was right-half. Chaturvedi usually played at left-half. For this match the sportsmaster exchanged places with his student, thinking it unfair to expose the boy to the greatest trio of forwards that ever played this game – Balbir Singh at centre-forward, Udham Singh at inside-left, and Raghubir Singh Bhola at outside-left. Not that it helped. The ageing schoolmaster could not lay a stick to the ball, as it whizzed between Balbir, Udham and Bhola before finding the back of the net.

			At half-time the score was 10–0 in favour of the Olympians. Chaturvedi Saab now asked his student to revert to his original place, while he did likewise. The defence improved perceptibly, with only six goals being conceded by the Dehradun XI in the second half.

			Some fifty years after this mother of all one-sided sporting contests, I was in Vancouver, where I was to deliver a lecture on Gandhi at the University of British Columbia. Before the lecture began, I was introduced to an elderly but entirely erect Sikh, who had come to listen to me. He was introduced as Balbir Singh, the three-time Olympic gold medallist, then visiting relatives in Canada. I stooped down to touch his feet, to convey my reverence and that of my uncle too. He withdrew several steps backwards, for the egalitarian Sikhs deplore a custom that comes naturally to the deferential Hindu.

			IV

			While growing up in the FRI, Durai’s closest friend, on and off the field, was a boy named Ram Bahadur Chhetri, whose father was a chaprassi, or peon, at the Institute. As his surname indicates, Ram Bahadur (always known as ‘Ramu’) was of Nepali stock, whose ancestors had come to the Valley in the service of the British Army. Together Durai and Ramu started a cricket team named Sporting Youngsters which trained on the FRIMA golf course. After practice they sometimes repaired to Durai’s home for tea and snacks. One day, a bottle of Gordon’s Dry Gin caught Ramu’s eye. My grandfather was a teetotaller; the gin was kept for the Swiss and German scientists who occasionally came to visit him. Ramu liked the bottle’s look and smell; and hillmen are partial to a drink anyway. He would take a swig from time to time, after which his friend, the scientist’s son, would top up the bottle with water. Durai made sure to make himself scarce the next time his father brought a foreign visitor home.

			Ram Bahadur was an even better all-round sportsman than my uncle. The game he liked best was football. Word of his skill reached the Calcutta Maidan, whose talent scouts were sent to the Valley to recruit him. In or around 1956, he joined the celebrated East Bengal Club in Calcutta. He played eleven seasons for them as a midfielder, helping his club win many championship trophies. Ramu represented his country in the Rome Olympics of 1960, and in the Jakarta Asian Games of 1962 as well, when India won the soccer gold medal. Unlike other celebrated Indian (and global) footballers, Ramu never changed his club; since it was East Bengal who picked him up from obscurity, it would always be East Bengal for him. Many years after he had retired, a still grateful East Bengal Club nominated him their ‘Midfielder of the Millennium’.

			An essay online entitled Ram Bahadur: The Dehradun Dynamite has some stirring paragraphs on the footballing skills of my uncle’s closest friend. Here is one:

			Ram Bahadur’s best performance in the red and gold outfit [of East Bengal] came in 1957 against Mohammedan Sporting. Despite receiving a serious injury on his head after collision with Mohammedan player Salim, Bahadur played the whole game and made around half a dozen goal line clearances. East Bengal ultimately went on to win the match 3–0 with goals from Tapash Bose and Moosah. At the end of the game, Bahadur laid senseless on the ground with his head fully draped in blood. Remarking on Ram Bahadur’s gutsy performance, noted Calcutta football personality and East Bengal recruiter, late Jiban Chakraborty said, ‘I never saw Ram Bahadur play a bad game in eleven years for the club. Such was his consistency and talent that he was like a wall in the midfield.’

			In winter, after the football season had ended, Ram Bahadur would come back to his hometown and resume playing cricket for Sporting Youngsters. One day, at practice, Ramu was regaling his team-mates with stories of the Olympic Village in Rome, of how the Americans spoke and the Japanese dressed. The giggles got so loud and disruptive that Durai asked Ramu to take a round of the field in punishment. The offender set off as ordered by his captain. As he completed his round and came back to the nets, Ramu saw his team-mates huddled around Durai, who was weeping uncontrollably, struck by remorse at having so wantonly humiliated one of India’s most famous sportsmen. It was Ramu himself who calmed my uncle down, saying that while he may otherwise be an Olympian, and a colossus on the Calcutta Maidan, in this town and on this field, Durai would always be his captain.

			V

			In 1966, I travelled with my parents to Bangalore for the summer holidays. We stayed with my maternal grandparents, who then lived in the locality of Malleswaram, in the west of the city, close to the Indian Institute of Science. In the same house lived my bachelor uncle, Durai. He had been in the city now for four years, and was already well known in its cricketing circles. He captained the Friends Union Cricket Club (FUCC), Bangalore’s second oldest club, which had one team in the first division and another in the third.

			Cricket in Dehradun was distinctly amateurish, played for fun. Most matches were ‘friendlies’, although once every other year a desultory knockout tournament was played between six or at most eight teams. Bangalore, however, had a population ten times that of my hometown. Mysore (not yet named Karnataka) was then one of the top teams in India’s premier domestic tournament, the Ranji Trophy, and its cricket was all centred around the state capital. The Mysore (later Karnataka) State Cricket Association had a five-tiered league, with a dozen teams in each division. Each match was competed for fiercely; the top teams in the division fought furiously each year for the title, with the middling teams equally focused on not being relegated to the division below. Apart from the leagues, there was a prestigious annual knockout tournament for the Y S Ramaswamy Trophy, in which some sixty clubs took part.

			Club rivalries in Bangalore were intense; and, so were the ambitions of individual players. In the Doon a batsman got to fifty for the pleasure of a dozen or so spectators; in Bangalore, one scored a century or took five wickets to better one’s chances of shifting from a club in the second to the first division; or, if already in the latter, of getting onto the longlist of the selectors of the Mysore Ranji Trophy team.

			In that summer of 1966, I became FUCC’s youngest member. The club then practised in the grounds of the Malleswaram High School. Every afternoon I would accompany Durai, riding pillion on his scooter. We would bring out the matting from the school’s warehouse, roll it towards the nets, and hammer in the nails that held the mat down. The ‘we’ here is provocatively presumptuous, for, of course I would be merely watching while the adults did the work.

			At the FUCC my cricketing pantheon expanded exponentially. To Durai were now added his team-mates. There was P N Satish (‘Chitty’), a geologist from the University of Mysore, with a fast bowler’s build and a fast bowler’s boots, which he tied briskly each day before practice. Chitty was as handsome as my uncle.‡ And some others were better cricketers too. It was said that my grandfather’s move south had prevented Durai from attending the trials for the Uttar Pradesh Ranji team. But this was merely legend. What, in Bangalore in the summer of 1966, I came to know as hard fact was that as many as four members of the FUCC team had once played in the Ranji Trophy for the state of Mysore.

			The four first-class cricketers in my club were K L Mahesh, K M Ramprasad, P S Vishwanath and M Navinchandra. Mahesh drove firmly off front foot and back, and was an accurate medium-pacer as well. In his pomp, Prasad was a tearaway fast bowler; now, some years after his last Ranji match, he had made himself into a medium-pace swing bowler, making the ball duck this way and that off a six-step run. Vishu was a superb middle-order batsman; orthodox in his approach, starting slowly but, once set, settling in for the duration. Navin, a doctor by profession, was a capable wicketkeeper and an attacking batsman, particularly adept at the hook and the pull.

			I admired this quartet, but my favourite FUCC cricketer was V Ramadas. Ramadas bowled sharply turning off-breaks, fielded well and bravely close-in, and was a high-class batsman besides. In the season just concluded he had scored a century against the Indian Telephone Industries, in the course of which he had hit the great Indian off-spinner Erapalli Prasanna for four (or maybe five) sixes. It was said that Ramadas had not yet played in the Ranji Trophy because the captain of Mysore was his brother, the Test player V Subrahmanyam. One version had it that Subbu did not want to be charged with nepotism; another that he feared that if his younger brother was capped for Mysore he would soon surpass him in cricketing renown.

			Neither of these stories emanated from the man himself. I heard of those sixes hit by Ramadas off Prasanna from Durai; and of his brother’s alleged jealousy from Chitty, who – as the only buyer of books in the club – may have got it from a reading of P G Wodehouse’s cricketing stories (where the youngest of the Jackson brothers, Mike, exceeds the siblings who had made their names before him). Ramadas himself was gentle, modest and exceptionally kind. At practice he marked out a line for me, twelve rather than twenty-two yards from the batsman’s wicket, so that FUCC’s newest member, all of eight years old, could bowl at the nets too.

			I returned from that summer a member of the FUCC and a fan of the Mysore cricket team as well. I could see how superior these cricketers were to those I had seen play in front of me in my hometown. Dehradun was marginal to the cricket of its state, Uttar Pradesh; whereas Bangalore was the epicentre of Mysore cricket. UP was the weakest team in the weakest zone of the Ranji Trophy; whereas Mysore had several cricketers playing for India. I had chosen a club to support; and now I had chosen a state with it. I would, hopefully soon, see FUCC win the First Division, and see Mysore win the Ranji Trophy championship too.

			In the winter of 1967–8, the Indian Test team toured Australia. V Subrahmanyam was a member of the touring side, which may be why his brother Ramadas was finally chosen to play for Mysore against Andhra Pradesh in the Ranji Trophy. He scored 33, while another debutant, G R Viswanath, scored 230. Soon afterwards Ramadas joined the Indian Tobacco Company, who posted him to Chirala, in the depths of the Telugu country. His first first-class match was also his last.

			VI

			Durai had left Dehradun in 1962, but on his own visits to our hometown Ram Bahadur always came to see us. He had played some cricket with my father, while he regarded the sister of his best friend as a sort of sister too. I myself never watched Ramu play football, but carry vivid memories of him in whites. The first time I visited the IMA ground was to watch Ramu turn out for a scratch Dehradun team against the Academy. When the Cadets batted he fielded brilliantly, throwing himself from side to side at cover point. Later, he scored a brisk fifty, each cut and hook accompanied by polite shouts of ‘Well played, Sir!’ from army officers who would never break bread – or drink gin – with this son of a Nepali peon but who were nonetheless willing to grant him his sporting prowess.

			This must have been in 1966 or 1967, and I suppose it was my father who took me to the ground on his scooter. The next time I visited the IMA I went by myself, and by cycle. The year was 1970. One of Durai’s young wards at FUCC had just entered the Indian Military Academy. He was a wicketkeeper batsman named Ashok Kumar. Coming home for a meal, he invited me to watch the Cadets play the Officers the following weekend.

			The Cadets batted first, and with Ashok Kumar leading the way, posted a total close to 200. In those distant times that pre-dated the Indian Premier League (IPL), five years before even the first cricket World Cup was played, one-day matches were not defined or restricted by overs. If the side batting second did not lose ten wickets or score the required runs by close of play, a draw was declared. Often, in the face of a high score by the team batting first, a draw was all one could hope for.

			So it was this day for the Academy’s officers. They could not aim to score 200, but they might yet not lose all ten wickets, at least so long as their captain was at the crease. His name was Colonel C V (Chandu) Gadkari, and he had played six Test matches for India. Back in 1952–3, on a tour of the West Indies, Gadkari and Polly Umrigar had won acclaim for their fielding in the covers – never before, and not for a long time thereafter, were Indian cricketers seen to be so swift of foot and so sure of arm.

			That was in the early 1950s. However, by the time of which I speak, some two decades later, Chandu Gadkari had developed an ample waistline. He now fielded, placidly, at slip or at mid-on, and no longer bowled (he had once been a handy medium-pacer). But he could still bat, and bat expertly. He knew to farm the strike, patting a ball down past square-leg or short of point off the last ball of an over. And he had not forgotten how to play attacking strokes either. I remember, from a distance of some fifty years, a sizzling off-drive down to the pavilion, and a hook shot played towards the trees, two among the many fours he hit that day.

			Wickets fell now and then in the Officers innings, but the former Test player’s was not among them. In between balls and overs Gadkari kept up a conversation with the hapless young men fielding around him. When stumps were finally called, only eight wickets were down, and Gadkari was 90-odd not out. I met Ashok Kumar as he walked off the field, shaking his head disgustedly. The Colonel, he said, had been palpably caught behind the wicket by him early on, but the umpire, ‘that b——— Gautham’, had given him not out. Gautham (also from Bangalore) had been left out of the Cadets XI that day, and Ashok thought he sought to ingratiate himself with Gadkari to get his place back.

			I did not share my clubmate’s anger. I gloried in Gautham’s mistake – whether willed or otherwise. In Bangalore in 1966, the stars of FUCC had shown me what made first-class cricketers different from the club cricketers of the Valley. Now, four years later, Chandu Gadkari had just as emphatically marked out for me the distance between the Ranji player and the true international.

			VII

			I spent the summer of 1970 in Bangalore, mostly in the nets at the Friends Union Cricket Club. I was now twelve, and could bowl off twenty-two yards. I was no longer a wrist-spinner, but a new-ball bowler. For I had recently read Ralph Barker’s Ten Great Bowlers and was captivated by its first chapter, on Fred (The Demon) Spofforth, who, when England were set a mere 85 runs to win in the fourth innings of the Oval Test of 1882, had walked up and down the dressing room saying, ‘This thing can be done, this thing will be done.’ It was, indeed, with the Demon taking seven for 44 (five of them clean bowled) as Australia won by seven runs. The Sporting Times thereupon announced the death of English cricket, and the Ashes were born.

			Since I was last in Bangalore, my uncle’s club, and mine, had undergone some changes of personnel. Among the newcomers were a quartet in their early twenties: the opening batsmen Satyendra and Narayan Raju, one orthodox, the other wilfully cross-batted; the googly-bowling all-rounder K G Padaki; and the middle-order batsman and fine outfielder Sudhakar Rao. There was also a new wicketkeeper, K G Shashidhar, who might have been picked for Mysore ahead of Syed Kirmani except that he was not such a good batsman, and had an engineering degree to finish besides.

			Since I was last in Bangalore, Durai had got a promotion in the commercial firm he worked for, which allowed him to exchange his scooter for a car. Meanwhile, the FUCC had moved their nets from Malleswaram High School to St Joseph’s Indian High School, in the heart of the Bangalore cantonment (we played where the Mallya Hospital now stands). For the first hour or so each day, I stood well away from the pitch, throwing back balls hit by Sudhakar through cover or by Raju over mid-wicket. But once the main batsmen had done with their practice I got a chance to bowl. On one occasion I got a ball to swing in late, bowling Durai through the gate – until that date my greatest triumph in cricket – which had Shashidhar, behind the stumps, chortling with delight.

			Our practice ground shared a wall with the staff quarters of the Indian Tobacco Company. The ‘I’ in ITC had previously stood for ‘Imperial’, and residues of the Raj remained, as in the Bangalore tobacco factory’s manager, a man named Chris Hardinge, who, one afternoon, walked over and asked whether he could join the club. Durai was open to the idea, for the visitor was from Yorkshire, the land of Len Hutton, whom my uncle, growing up in the early 1950s, regarded as the model captain, so much so that he massively under-bowled himself, placing his faith in his team’s Tyson and Statham, since – as the Ashes series of 1954–5 so demonstrably showed – it was fast bowlers who won matches. This Yorkshireman in Bangalore was a decent all-rounder, but he intimidated his team-mates, who – Durai apart – scarcely spoke any English. FUCC’s resident wit, a man named A G Mani who had once bowled barefoot for Mysore Schools against Ceylon Schools, was particularly savage behind Hardinge’s back, comparing him to a rhesus monkey (likewise with a red behind). All this changed when FUCC defeated their great rivals BUCC, the winning runs coming from a six over square leg hit by the Yorkshireman.

			Each day, after practice ended, we would repair to the nearby Koshy’s Parade Café, where the men had coffee and I drank lime juice. Then Durai and I drove back home, for a hot water bucket bath (showers were scarce in the India of the 1970s), followed by dinner. Afterwards, while my parents and grandparents went off to sleep in the apartment’s two bedrooms, Durai and I laid down our mattresses on the floor of the living room. There were still cricket stories to hear before I went to sleep. Many of these were about my uncle’s greatest hero, Vinoo Mankad, like him a left-hand slow bowler and right-hand attacking batsman. In January 1952, when Durai was just a little older than I was now, Mankad had bowled India to its first Test victory, taking eight wickets in the first innings and four in the second. This match took place in Madras, the other end of the subcontinent from Dehradun. Whether he heard these wickets being taken, live on the radio, or whether he heard about them later from a cousin who was at the ground, I cannot tell – but Durai could remember and recall them all. So I heard now of how Mankad got out England’s two best batsmen – of how by varying his angle of delivery he drew Tom Graveney out of his crease and had him stumped, of how he made a ball dip and had Jack Robertson mistime a drive to be caught-and-bowled.

			My uncle Durai venerated the great Test players of the past, and of the present. One Sunday, when there was no practice and FUCC themselves did not have a match, he took me to the YMCA ground, to see City Cricketers play the Indian Air Force in an early round of the Y S Ramaswamy Trophy tournament. City Cricketers was captained by Erapalli Prasanna, who had first played for India in 1962. He then took time off to complete his engineering degree, before returning to the Test side in the winter of 1966–7. Prasanna bowled beautifully in Australia and New Zealand the following winter, taking close to fifty wickets in eight Tests.

			In the last months of 1969, India and Australia had played a five-Test series, which I followed on the radio and in the newspaper. Australia won the first Test match in Bombay easily; the second in Kanpur was drawn (courtesy of a dazzling hundred on debut by G R Viswanath); India won the third in Delhi, with Bishan Bedi and Prasanna taking eighteen wickets between them; Australia bounced back in Calcutta, winning by ten wickets, powered by Graham McKenzie with the ball and Ian Chappell with the bat.

			This had been the most exciting Test series in living memory. The home side came to Madras for the last Test, still hoping to square the series. Australia batted first, and a sublime century by Doug Walters took them to 258. The score was made to look more substantial when India were bowled out for 163. Then, late on the second day, the debutant Mohinder Amarnath cleaned up Stackpole and Chappell with sharp inswingers, leaving the visitors 12 for two at stumps.

			That Madras Test had started on 24 December. Christmas Day was a day of rest. My parents in Dehradun were in holiday mood too. On Saturday 27 December, the third day of play, we had planned to go on a riverside picnic. I took a transistor along, gripped with excitement, and joy, as in the first half hour of play, Prasanna bowled the previously unbowlable Bill Lawry, had the magnificent Walters caught by Eknath Solkar at short-leg, and Paul Sheahan stumped. When Brian Taber was caught in the leg trap for a duck, also off Prasanna, Australia were down to 24 for six, effectively 119 for six.

			The only recognised batsman left now was Ian Redpath. A match was on, and the series hung in the balance. For Prasanna’s next over I held the transistor close, to hear how Redpath came down the wicket, and was beaten in the flight, with no hope of regaining the crease. The ball missed the stumps by a whisker, eluded the wicketkeeper’s gloves, and carried on for four byes. Redpath went on to make 63, taking his side to a total of 153. By now the pitch was a dust bowl, and India eventually lost by 77 runs.

			The most articulate of the visiting cricketers, Ian Chappell, left India saying Erapalli Prasanna was the finest spin bowler of his generation. Durai agreed with him; now, in the summer of 1970, I was with my uncle in Bangalore, going to watch Prasanna bowl in a club match. We got up early, Durai and I, to get to the ground, taking along a lunch packed by my grandmother. Outside the YMCA was parked a gleaming blue coach, which had come all the way from Jalahalli – then separated from Bangalore by miles and miles of fields – carrying the smartly turned out officer-cricketers of the Indian Air Force.

			The YMCA ground was on Nrupathunga Road, adjoining Cubbon Park. I cannot remember now whether it had sightscreens; most likely not. We set ourselves down where a sightscreen should have been, to get the best view of the cricket. The Air Force won the toss and batted. Their captain as well as leading batsman was D D Deshpande, who had played with distinction for Vidarbha and Services, North and Central Zones, and who Wisden had told me was (at that point in time) one of only a handful of cricketers to be given out handled the ball in a first-class match.

			Memories of three balls that day are everlasting. All were bowled by Prasanna to Deshpande. The first two were slightly short, and were each pulled for four. The third was of the same length, but instead of turning to leg hurried straight through, catching the batsman plumb in front. The main threat disposed of by their captain, City Cricketers won in a canter.

			Many years later, I played against D D Deshpande myself. At lunch, I approached him to speak of when I had first seen him bat. It may have been just another club match, but the mark of a Master made it unforgettable, for me the young fan as well as for him the experienced first-class cricketer. For no sooner had I opened my mouth than Deshpande remarked: ‘Ah yes, Pras. He made a fool of me that day.’

			It was in the same summer of 1970 that I shook hands for the first time with a Test cricketer. One morning, my uncle and I were driving in his Fiat along Nrupathunga Road when he spied a tiny little figure hunched over a scooter. Durai overtook him from the left, shouted out ‘Vishy!,Vishy!’, and with his shrunken right hand motioned for the man to pull up. He did, we got out of our car, and my uncle introduced me to G R Viswanath, who in the previous winter had scored that dazzling hundred on debut against Australia in Kanpur. That incident says something about the times – which Test cricketer now would drive a scooter? – and everything about the man himself, happy to be brought to a halt by an ordinary club cricketer who wished to introduce him to his starry-eyed little nephew.

			VIII

			Bangalore was divided then, as it is now, into two parts, the City and the Cantonment, the separation as much sociological as geographical. The City had two major clubs, the eponymous City Cricketers, for whom both Prasanna and the great googly bowler B S Chandrasekhar played, and Bangalore Cricketers, the club of the aforementioned Gundappa Viswanath. Both clubs were manned and followed almost exclusively by Kannada speakers.

			The main clubs of the Cantonment were Swastic Union and the Bangalore United Cricket Club. Swastic was closely controlled by a single family, the Patels, businessmen originally from Gujarat; whereas BUCC had among its stalwarts the Parsi coach, Keki Tarapore, and the English-speaking doctor, K Thimmapaiah, who had scored the first Ranji century for Mysore.

			Though he admired many of their cricketers, Durai always spoke of Swastic and BUCC with derision. They exercised undue influence over the Mysore (later Karnataka) State Cricket Association, promoting their players at all levels, from the state Under-16 team to the Ranji squad. Players from other clubs, he claimed (and I believe correctly), were regularly discriminated against. The sole reason Mahesh and Ramadas played only one Ranji match, and Ramprasad and Navinchandra only four apiece, was that they were from our club. Had they turned out for BUCC or Swastic they would have played dozens of times for Mysore, and perhaps been selected for South Zone too.

			However, there was one distinction the intriguers of BUCC and Swastic could never take away from us. The first Mysore/Karnataka cricketer ever to play an official Test match for India came from the Friends Union Cricket Club. He was the off-break bowler V M Muddiah. Starting out with FUCC and Mysore, Muddiah then joined the Indian Air Force, and so played most of his sixty-one first-class matches for the Services. He toured England with the Indian team in 1959, although his two Test matches were played at home, against Australia in New Delhi in 1959–60 and against Pakistan in Kanpur the following winter, when one of the three wickets he took was that of Hanif Mohammad.

			I cannot remember whether V M Muddiah played for Services in the match in Dehradun when Rai Singh smashed Durai around the ground. I know that he and my uncle grew close in the late 1960s, when Muddiah was posted in Bangalore. By this time his cricketing career had come to a premature end, largely through an excess of alcohol. He came occasionally to the FUCC nets, but did not play for the club.

			Had Durai two good hands, he might very well have played cricket for India. And joined the army or air force too. He had the physique and temperament of an officer. That Muddiah had both been in uniform and played Test cricket endeared himself greatly to my uncle. Durai and the man he called ‘Mudi’ had many cricketing conversations, the contents of which were later passed on to me.

			V M Muddiah’s own hero was the long-time cricket captain of the Services, H R (Hemu) Adhikari, who played twenty-one Test matches for India, captaining his country in one of them. Adhikari was a fine middle-order batsman and an outstanding fielder in the covers, but his chief distinction is that he was the first Indian cricketer to make physical fitness central to his game. Muddiah must have spoken often about him to Durai, since in my uncle’s cricket talk ‘Mudi says Hemu once said’ appeared as often as ‘Mudi once told me’. When an off-spinner in the FUCC’s ‘B’ team bowled with a 4–5 field, both he and his captain got a shelling from Durai afterwards, since Hemu had told Mudi that on matting, where the ball always turned sharply, no spin bowler worth his salt bowled with less than six fielders on one side of the wicket – 6–3 or 7–2 for the left-arm spinner, 3–6 or 2–7 for the off-break bowler.

			In the winter of 1970–1, Durai came to Dehradun to visit his sister and check on my cricketing progress. He was satisfied by my bowling, less so by my batting, and least of all with my fielding. He went about setting this right, informed by what he thought Hemu Adhikari would have done when confronted with a twelve-year-old boy frightened by a hard leather ball coming at him with speed.

			Our bungalow at the FRI was fronted by a porch held up by a solid brick wall, against which Durai now stood his nephew. Around me he placed flower pots, four in front, four on either side. With a bat in his hand, my uncle sent a succession of balls my way at a fearful pace, from about six yards away. Pinned to the wall, surrounded by pots, I had nowhere to duck and run away. I had to try and catch the ball, with both hands.

			That neither I, nor even Durai, had met Hemu Adhikari made him an even more palpable presence, and his strictures even more effective. Working via V M Muddiah and my uncle, that winter the former Services and India captain forever banished any fear I had when confronted with a cricket ball – though I still couldn’t always be relied upon to catch it.

			IX

			The most famous institution in Dehradun was the Doon School, founded in 1935 as an Indian version of Eton and Harrow. My grandfather had five sons, and could not afford to send them all here to study. So Durai enrolled at St Joseph’s Academy and played cricket (and other sports) there.

			I was an only son, and my father was determined to send me to the Doon School. I joined in 1970 and found that, compared to the preparatory school I had previously attended, the cricketing facilities were excellent. There were regular nets for juniors as well as seniors, and four separate cricket fields.

			The master in charge of cricket was S K (Sheel) Vohra. While in mufti he taught mathematics, acquiring the nickname ‘Bond’, after James, secret agent 007, for his ability to catch those who had copied answers from their neighbours. In whites, he was a dogged opening batsman and the finest wicketkeeper I have ever played with or against. Bond was large, over six feet tall, and weighing close to three hundred pounds. But his footwork was sure and his glovework immaculate. Keeping to spin, and down the leg side, he was superior to some recent stumpers of the Indian national team.

			Bond played one Ranji match for Uttar Pradesh, as had another master on the staff, Rajinder Pal Devgan. RP was a marvellous attacking batsman, with every shot in the book. He bowled both medium-pace as well as wrist-spin. And he moved beautifully in the field.

			Bond had played cricket with Durai, while RP had grown up watching Durai play. Like V Ramadas – my other mentor who had likewise played one first-class match – they were helpful to me because of whose nephew I was. But their kindness had other sources as well: my own manifest obsession with the game, for example. Under the tutelage of these two cricketing schoolmasters I abandoned bowling fast, and took to off-breaks instead. I played two years in the First XI, in the second of which I was the school’s leading wicket-taker.

			Once, in a Staff v Students match, I beat RP in the flight, leaving him stranded in the manner of Redpath to Prasanna in Chepauk in 1969. The parallel did not end there: for here, too, the wicketkeeper missed the ball, which went for four byes. RP smiled, patted the crease, and hit my next ball past mid-off for four. The one following went through mid-wicket; the one after that, to the left of point. RP scored a rapid-fire hundred; even at the receiving end of this pasting, I enjoyed it.

			When the First XI played on Sundays, Bond was always one of the umpires. His concentration must have been phenomenal, for he seemed to remember almost every ball bowled and every run scored. We cricketers looked forward to the matches, but we looked forward even more to the reports Bond would write on them. These covered two full foolscap pages of the Doon School Weekly. On Tuesdays, Bond would sit on the steps of the pavilion, correcting the proofs. On Thursdays, after lunch, the printed copies were distributed to the boys.

			With an almost indescribable sense of anticipation, we schoolboy cricketers read what our master and coach had written about us. On good days it went like this: ‘Guha started promisingly. In his second over he had Clifford caught behind off a straighter one (47–2). In his fourth over he comprehensively beat and bowled Mr Prasad (58–3).’ Or he might have written: ‘Guha came in and almost immediately played a handsome cover drive, the ball racing down the slope for four.’

			After I wrote the above paragraph I had the good sense to mail the School Archivist for Bond’s Weekly reports of the First XI’s matches. On Sunday 23 April 1972, with me six days short of my fourteenth birthday, we played the Yadavindra Public School, Patiala, the most important match of the year. Bond’s report began:

			It was our turn to host the annual fixture against YPS this time. Sunday morning has come to be associated with clouds over the past few weeks and that day was no exception. The only thing was it did not rain but made conditions fairly pleasant for cricket. The game itself saw a very tense and exciting finish in which we managed to snatch a thrilling two-wicket victory. The YPS team was dismissed for a none too impressive score of 91. We reached 83 for three without any difficulty but then in a dramatic collapse lost five more wickets before Mukhopadhya and Guha hit the winning runs.

			Those who read further would find that I had in fact starred not with the bat, but with the ball. YPS started solidly, and got to 32 for one, whereupon:

			Guha was brought on from
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