
This is an autobiographical book by a voluntary exile, an 
immigrant. My cohort is famously supposed to suffer from disso-
ciative identity disorder, “the presence of two or more distinct 

identities . . . recurrently taking control of the person’s behavior.”* Incon-
sistency and flirtations with incoherence have been an inevitable feature 
of my being; I carry within me many unresolved tensions. Migrants tell 
stories of travel, of transformations external and internal; this is mine. It 
marks and documents changes—political, emotional, and moral too.

I have chosen to tell this tale through cricket. It is a story about that 
game’s presence in my life and how my response to its offerings—sport-
ing, aesthetic, and political—reflected my changing perceptions of myself 
and of the nations and cultures, those of my birth and those adopted, that 
I called my own. As I grew and was displaced, spatially and psychically, my 
understanding of the activities of the men in white changed. I understood 
their doings differently; I fitted them into alternate templates of under-
standing. Most broadly then, this book details the transformation in my 
thoughts about the cricketing world, its cricketers, its fans, and its peo-
ples. To chart these changes is to contribute to a larger history of how 
those who leave home and live elsewhere devise identities for themselves. 

* Charles Simic, “What a Beautiful Mess,” New York Review of Books, 20 February 
2014, available at http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2014/feb/20/what 
-beautiful-mess.
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The most elaborate of intellectual systems and doctrinal commitments is 
a disguised autobiography, a confession. So too, with sporting preferences 
and hierarchies and fandoms; these serve as reflections of our inner  
beings, as affect-laden guides to events, people, and inclinations in our 
lives. To tell a story of lifelong sporting passion is to do no less than pro-
vide intimate access to our inner selves. In mine, I found old loyalties to 
cricket teams disrupted, and new ones built, on the strength of associated 
personal relations and affiliations, each reflecting inner reconciliations 
and turmoil. As these changed, so did my ties with cricket.

Why tell such a story of personal change through an autobiographical 
recounting of the following of a mere game? Because cricket has obsessed 
and moved me since I was a child; it has remained an invariant, an immov-
able fixture intersecting with every person and event in my life in some 
fashion. It thus offers an exceedingly good lens through which to conduct 
an examination, admittedly and unavoidably partial, of myself. Cricket 
was not a domain in which I transcended politics, a zone of dispassionate, 
detached, and impartial contemplation. Rather, it allowed for the vocifer-
ous expression of my political—and thus personal—sentiments, whether 
by something as overt as a written opinion on a blog or as covert as the 
emotions that surged through me when I saw a scoreboard or a telecast of 
a game played far away.

So this story is a public, autobiographical accounting of the irrationalities 
of sporting fandom. I went from being a “misautogenic” Indian—a neologism 
indicating the archetypal diminished postcolonial who took perverse plea-
sure in the thrashing of the Indian cricket team by its opponents—to becom-
ing a fan of the Indian team, basking in its reflected glory as it embellished a 
homeward-bound gaze from my adopted homes and cultures and made its 
domain one in which I could feel and want to be Indian and, finally, ambigu-
ously, someone with an indeterminate sense of nationality. Such descrip-
tions do not do justice to the complexity of my life’s stations. Writing this 
book clarifies them for myself and possibly for others too.

Like others who attempt to write memoirs, I’m struck by the intracta-
bility of recounting a coherent biography for public consumption. Our ac-
tions and our pronouncements generate an outwardly directed version of 
this account; its incompleteness is palpably felt by, and is visible to, its 
subjects. We are aware that we have kept a great deal, the iceberg’s prover-
bial ninety percent, artfully concealed. Making this story’s central char-
acter more comprehensible, by greater confessional revelation or forensic 
investigation, is not straightforward. We have forgotten a great deal; we 
remember incorrectly; we subject our autobiographies to persistent, ongo-
ing revision; we are good at suppressing and embellishing their details—
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where the devil supposedly lurks. (Like all immigrants, I remember the 
life left behind with more clarity than the new one I constructed on dis-
tant shores.) To make more palatable the unvarnished truth, we introduce 
incoherence; we might construct a too-sanitized picture of ourselves, 
struck by timidity at the thought of exposure. Our putatively refined ex-
terior surfaces, mask considerably less sophisticated interiors. In writing 
about the past, I must, as Ernest Hemingway once suggested, keep in 
mind the distinction between what I felt then and what I feel I should have 
felt then.* We have layers of accreted detail in our selves; a coherent story 
about ourselves that takes us hundreds of hours to recount on a thera-
pist’s couch might not be for the written page. Writing a memoir is a life-
time’s labor; it would be tedious and of little interest to anyone. I am not 
close to solving these challenges.

My relationship with Pakistan—a love affair that went bad—consti-
tutes a prominent and significant thread in this account, offering a per-
sonal history of cricketing encounters between India and Pakistan. The 
game of cricket—often, in naive cricket writing, described as a force uni-
fying nations and peoples and cultures—can also be a divisive factor. It is 
not just so because politicians “exploit” it. The fans may exploit the game 
themselves, as they bring their own highly particular agendas to their 
watching of cricket. The game of cricket is a text, and its fans bring their 
distinctive prejudices and histories to their reading and interpretation of 
it. The oft-told tale of modern immigration is that of diasporas bringing 
together two communities, of revelatory access to the other’s cultural pro-
ductions, and of the Internet facilitating this process. Sometimes it goes 
the other way, and conventional wisdom is upended. Sometimes distance 
may have preserved desirable illusion.

Other relationships here changed as well. There were disillusionment 
and honeymoons that soured. I came to understand the world of Anglo-
Australian cricket—which established and represented cricketing ideals, 
standards of excellence, and cricketing rectitude—as exerting ideological 
dominion, a mental hierarchy, a hegemonic control of cricketing informa-
tion and its resultant value systems. Indian cricket changed too, from 
being a weak outsider begging for scraps and attention and respect at the 
cricketing table to becoming an arrogant financial dominator of cricket, 
one that dispensed largesse to those clamoring for it and demanded its 
pound of flesh in return. Balancing these two perspectives in a stereo-

* Geoffrey Wolff Intro, Best American Essays 1989 (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 
1989), 29.
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scopic vision of cricket in my life has often introduced dizziness. Writing 
about them may induce some much-needed clarity.

My relationship with the Indian cricket team remains a complicated 
one. Its players carry many burdens. Most heavily of all, they bear the 
brunt of my frustrations with myself, the anger provoked by others but 
channeled to them, my need for them to wage battles on my behalf. Even 
those with whom they do not share nationality—in the official passport-
carrying sense—have aspirational claims to make of them, based on their 
shared provenance. They do double duty for those Indians who live over-
seas: not only must they win games of cricket; they must also win them in 
a particular way. The players are thus pawns, unknowingly engaging in 
disputes pertaining to pride, respect, and the establishment of nationalist 
credentials. Their treatment by those who are not Indian is no kinder: they 
are expected to conform to standards selectively applied to them, drawn 
up and established by strangers from distant lands, caught up in archaic 
conceptions of them and their cultures. The Indian cricket team might not 
realize their cricket is a conflict, its parameters established by their fellow 
citizens and those they joust with—whether on the field or in print or in 
virtual spaces online. The phrase “proxy war” is bandied about when 
speaking of sporting contests, and it is an appropriate one, because it 
speaks of the waging of political and cultural conflict by the medium of 
sport, for the settling of scores on a field. The Indian cricket team must 
play its overspecified role in such battles; it is expected to provide healing 
balms to wounds inflicted by history—an exceedingly onerous task.

It is common in current cricketing literature to make (often amateur-
ish) psychological or sociological claims about the modern Indian fan, but 
rarely is that fan heard from. This book attempts to remedy that short-
coming. Cricket’s greatest modern crisis is a growing rift between the old 
world and the new world; for this difference to be bridged, fans need to 
hear from each other, to understand one another better.* My book contrib-
utes to this project by providing access to the inner world of the Indian 
cricket fan and helping the world of cricket understand how its most im-
portant demographic might think about and respond to the game’s offer-
ings. Most cricketing literature is written by specialists—professional 
journalists, historians, retired or currently active players—who write 
from an expert detached perspective, describe the past or present glories 
of the game, or write biographies of cricketing greats. Autobiographies in 

* Samir Chopra, Brave New Pitch: The Evolution of Modern Cricket (New Delhi: Harp-
erCollins, 2012); Jon Gemmell, Cricket’s Changing Ethos (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2018); Gideon Haigh, Sphere of Influence (Melbourne: Victory Books, 2010).
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cricket literature are mostly written by those who have played the game 
at the highest level or those who have commented or spoken on it. To in-
ject the emotionally charged narrative of a personal, nonexpert memoir 
into this discourse is to run the risk of not fitting into an existing norma-
tive template of how cricket is to be written about. But this project ac-
quires its relevance from cricketing history in understanding cricket’s role 
in the lives of its fans, a commitment that enables it to rise above the level 
of being a mere reportage of events and feelings in my life. History is a 
broad and capacious enough notion to include personal narratives coupled 
with pointed reflection. This book thus finds its place among the many 
histories that have emerged from India since its independence, a task un-
finished because of the variegated dimensions of the Indian experience. 
Cricket has played a crucial cultural and political role in this domain; the 
task of those who write on India and cricket is to adequately explore their 
relationship to each other. Personal histories such as mine are a tiny frag-
ment of this undertaking.*

My memoir, as a work of history that tracks the transformation of an 
exile, contributes to histories of the Indian diaspora and to both immi-
grant and postcolonial literatures by addressing questions that perplexed 
writers as varied as V. S. Naipaul and Vladimir Nabokov: How does the 
immigrant view his or her home from afar? What is the curious mixture 
of shame and pride that the postcolonial immigrant’s vision captures? 
How does the postcolonial immigrant view her or his home from his new 
home? How does life among the colonizers change the self-perception of 
the colonized and of that of the new home, now understood through the 
cognitive and intellectual lenses provided by the colonizer? Nations are 
not merely physical locations but also ideas; those that immigrants enter-

* As Ramachandra Guha writes in India after Gandhi: The History of the World’s 
Largest Democracy (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), “The Republic of India is a union 
of twenty-eight states, some larger than France. Yet not even the bigger or more im-
portant of these states have had their histories written. In the 1950s and 60s India 
pioneered a new approach to foreign policy, and to economic policy and planning as 
well. Authoritative or even adequate accounts of these experiments remain to be writ-
ten. India has produced entrepreneurs of great vision and dynamism—but the stories 
of the institutions they built and the wealth they created are mostly unwritten . . . 
there are no proper biographies of some of the key figures in our modern history” 
(p. 13). Guha’s analysis here is, sadly enough, almost wholly correct. Guha’s own opus, 
cited above, runs to over eight hundred pages, and yet it is barely more than a sampler, 
an appetizer, a pointer to the many corners of modern Indian history that remain 
unexplored. In the face of a historical project as imposing as that of modern India’s, 
even such large works can do little more than gesture at their own insignificance.
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tain about their former homes are an important component of nationalist 
visions that might otherwise be thought to be grounded exclusively in 
nativism.

In the realm of cricketing literature centered on personal testimonials, 
works such as You Must Like Cricket? by Soumya Bhattacharya and The 
Commonwealth of Cricket by Ramachandra Guha jostle for space with the 
works of professional cricket writers of the old and new guards—including 
John Arlott, E. W. Swanton, and Gideon Haigh—who have written per-
sonal histories of their relationships to cricket, whether in the playing or 
the watching. My book sets itself apart self-consciously by being the testi-
monial of a fan. I do write on cricket, but I do not consider myself a profes-
sional journalist or writer on the subject. In what follows, I hope that the 
fan is visible first and foremost. That presence, along with its supposed 
irrationality and the unreliability of autobiographical memory, are thought 
to be the memoir’s greatest weakness. However, the considerations I raise 
above should place this personal work in its proper cultural context and 
establish its putatively nonacademic nature as its greatest strength. (For 
even if memory does distort, these distortions are themselves valuable.)

Cricket often brought forth unflattering dimensions of my always-
under-construction self. I consider myself politically progressive, but I 
have been prone to illiberal tendencies and thoughts. In my watching and 
understanding of cricket, I was often vulnerable to an unvarnished, unre-
constructed take, an immediate, visceral response clouded by emotion. I 
was susceptible to nationalist propaganda, to faux patriotism, to prejudice 
of every sort. In using these terms to describe my political influences, I am 
aware I am being more reflective than I ever was, that my writerly self 
might be considerably removed from my other selves. Cricket was able to 
bring out both the best and the worst in me; my responses to the game 
offered me clues to understanding which aspect had come to the fore.

My identity is still not determinate. This book is an attempt to make 
its outlines a little less blurred.
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Treachery: India in Pakistan

On the day my father returned from the 1971 Bangladesh Libera-
tion War against West Pakistan, he stood in the doorway of our kitchen wear-
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ing his sweat-stained flying overalls and dashing aviator sunglasses, eating 
a hearty breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast, and coffee, and said with cheerful 
and blunt dismissiveness, “We gave the Pakistanis a good thrashing.” That 
day, standing in the courtyard of our home, he was glad to be back with my 
mother—his beautiful wife—and his admiring sons, eating home-cooked 
food on a sunny winter day in North India. He was smiling, relieved and 
happy to see us again, back from war and the losses of his comrades. He had 
given us a little sound bite, something that would convey the essence of what 
had happened—and yet filter out its terrible details—on battlefields that 
were not so distant. He knew we would understand what he meant: someone 
had misbehaved, and my father had taught them a lesson, handing out a 
disciplining they clearly needed. He did not call his opponents—the Paki-
stani armed forces—murderers or rapists. He might well have, given what 
was known about the Pakistani army’s behavior in Bangladesh: thousands of 
women raped and hundreds of thousands of Bengalis slaughtered before the 
Indian army showed up and forced surrender in Dhaka. His description made 
them irksome schoolchildren who needed chastisement.

Pakistan was a part of my parents’ lives. They were both children of 
the Partition, British colonialism’s brutally accurate parting shot, the vio-
lent sundering of the Indian subcontinent into India and Pakistan, two 
nations supposedly divided by religion. As murderous riots and popula-
tion transfers began in 1947, my mother was a seven-year-old girl in Am-
ritsar in the soon-to-be-Indian Punjab. My grandparents must have told 
her who was responsible and to blame for the carnage she could see around 
her. (My father was already in Delhi, sent away from home at age seven to 
attend boarding school. His father’s family had been displaced from their 
village, Dilawar Cheema, now in Pakistan’s Gujranwala District.) My mother  
remembered Amritsar in the year of the Partition vividly. In the right 
audience, I can still recount with some relish and embellishment, her 
heart-pounding stories of going to the rooftop of her brick-walled home 
with her little sister to sleep on its cooled surface, seeking relief from the 
heat of the interiors below, and then, lying on her back, watching tracer 
bullets light up the sky as they sang and whistled overhead. She told me 
of mass funeral pyres burning late into the night, of terror-stricken cries 
of “the Baluchis are coming!,” of trains filled with dead bodies rolling 
across the border and into Indian railway stations, and of naked, dead 
girls with “Long Live Pakistan” bloodily carved into their chests. As these 
tales were told, I did not think of Pakistanis as Muslims. I thought of them 
as Pakistanis, a world and sensibility apart.

I knew little else about Pakistan other than a potted history of the 
partition of India, some mention of the divisive and secessionist perfidy 
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of its founder, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, and caustic references to the in-
competence of its armed forces in the wars we had fought and won against 
them. Stories of its military defeats and surrenders filled my ears and 
made them inferior enemies. I had seen photos of the Pakistani army’s 
surrender in Dhaka, those long lines of soldiers with their arms lying on 
the ground, humbled by the Indians, forced into POW camps. In some 
manner of contact that spoke of contagion, by their very association with 
us, by being part of our history and stories, all things Pakistani were dull 
and prosaic. Pakistan was provincial, dusty, sidetracked. How could it not 
be, when it had been carved out from India?

Pakistan did not register on my cricketing map; I had no Pakistani 
cricket heroes. But I knew Pakistan played cricket. In the 1970s, the In-
dian sports magazine Sportsweek often produced special issues devoted to 
cricket. In one such issue of The World of Cricket, I chanced upon a statistics 
column listing the highest individual scores in Test cricket. The doyen of 
Indian cricket statisticians, B. B. Mama, had picked a score of 270 as the 
cutoff point for inclusion in his list. In that column lay a name, Zaheer 
Abbas, which I had never seen before. Abbas had scored 274 against Eng-
land in a Test in 1971. I filed this statistic away, intrigued by the existence 
of a Pakistani name in the list of Test cricket’s greatest achievements. 
(Thanks to the lack of an accompanying photograph, another name, Hanif 
Mohammed, did not register in quite the same way.) That was the extent 
of my cricketing knowledge of Pakistan.

In 1978, seven years after the end of the Liberation War for Bangladesh, 
when the resumption of Indian cricketing ties with Pakistan was announced, 
I was only mildly intrigued. Though I had never seen a live telecast of a sports 
event, the news that the three Tests of the series were to be broadcast live had 
little effect on me. This was India playing against a neighbor—a little too 
close to home, a little too domestic and parochial. (During the series—
thanks to photographs of Sikhs crossing the international border, traveling 
to Lahore to see the Test and visit Sikh pilgrimage sites stranded in Paki-
stan—I would realize just how close Pakistan’s cities were to Indian ones.)

On the opening day of the first Test, I was at a friend’s house, visiting 
for lunch. The television was on, and Pakistan was batting. I paid scant 
attention; there was little excitement in the air. Faisalabad’s ground was 
shabby and nondescript. After the excitement of the previous year’s cricket 
against Bobby Simpson’s Australian team—a series India had obligingly 
lost 2–3 and that I had witnessed on the Australian Broadcasting Corpo-
ration’s high-quality television highlights—this was a humdrum affair  
at best. Later in the afternoon after I had returned home, overcome by 
curiosity, I switched on the television again.
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It was 16 October 1978, a little less than seven years since the Paki-
stani army had surrendered to the Indian army at Dhaka. I was eleven 
years old. My father joined me, back home after a day at the leather goods 
manufacturing unit that incongruously enough was now his workplace. 
What a fall. From flying fighter jets to managing the manufacture and 
export of leather belts, wallets, and handbags; from glamour to grind in a 
few easy steps. My father—once wicketkeeper and hard-hitting opening 
batsman for Delhi’s strongest college team, St. Stephens—had never lost 
his interest in cricket. He stopped to watch the Test, thoughts of changing 
and settling down for the evening momentarily put on hold. A Pakistani 
batsman—Zaheer Abbas—was approaching his century. Together, we 
watched Zaheer flay the Indian bowlers as he progressed from 91 to 107 
with four boundaries, each garnished with power and style. Zaheer wore 
a white Panama hat and tied a kerchief around his neck. His batting and 
his appearance went together. I had never seen anything so striking, so 
elegant, and so revealing of the beauty hidden behind every ball bowled in 
a game of cricket. I was primed, ready to be awed. Zaheer stepped up and 
did it. As we watched, my father spoke, his voice full of admiration, “This 
guy is going to give the Indians a thrashing.”

From that simple remark, I learned cricket appreciation spanned 
boundaries in a manner unlike mine, for there was no doubt my father 
supported the Indian team. But I learned too, that my father, a man who 
had battled them and almost certainly caused the deaths of some, did not 
demonize Pakistanis. I did not hear a derogatory word for the Pakistanis 
from my father during that series as we watched, stunned and disbeliev-
ing, the Pakistanis demonstrate attacking cricket at its best. My mother 
also admired Zaheer Abbas; she said he looked like a “film star,” the high-
est praise an Indian woman could bestow on a man. As the series pro-
gressed, there were other heroes to be found: the slim, dapper Asif Iqbal; 
the elegant, Panama hat–wearing Majid Khan; the loping, wily, Mephis-
tophelean Sarfraz Nawaz, with flowing hair and mustache; the lean, feisty, 
and mustachioed Javed Miandad.

The Lahore Test began dramatically; Pakistan won the toss and put 
India in. I had never heard of such a thing. Winning the toss had always 
meant batting first. On asking my father why Pakistan had chosen to 
bowl, he replied briefly, “The pitch must favor the bowlers.” Thus was I 
introduced to the idea that bowling first could be an attacking move. The 
Test began with a batting collapse, with India’s fall triggered by an uncon-
ventional Pakistani tactic.

On the second and third days of the Test, as Zaheer scored an awe-
inspiring 235, I spent hours glued to the television, watching the distant 
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cricketing action with my parents and brother. The Dussehra holidays 
were on; a lovely autumn in Delhi provided an appropriately salubrious 
backdrop as we watched the cricket. Around noon on the second day, our 
doorbell rang. I ran out. A young man, a young woman, and an elderly 
woman stood at our door. The elderly woman, Pasha, hailed from a Mus-
lim family in Maihar, a family friend of ours from time seemingly imme-
morial. My father’s muh-boli bahen, a de facto sister, she tied a rakhi, the 
thread that marks sibling ties between brother and sister, on my father’s 
wrist every year. Now she was in Delhi to marry her daughter off to a po-
lice officer named Mansur Ali Khan. (I instantly nicknamed the putative 
groom “Pataudi,” a glib homage to India’s legendary captain of the 1960s 
and 1970s.) The young man, her son, watched the cricket with me. We 
both spoke admiringly of Zaheer’s batting and clucked over the carnage 
visited on the Indian bowlers. As tea and snacks were served, a Muslim 
and Hindu Indian pair of cricket fans watched a Pakistani batsman score 
runs at will, cheering on his strokes, his devastation of Indian hopes.

India needed to bat for more than two days to save the game. They 
almost made it, batting till tea on the fifth day. Gavaskar and Chetan 
Chauhan provided ample hope to Indian fans with an opening stand of 
192, inspiring Indian newspapers to proclaim, “India keeps the lights 
burning at Lahore.” I failed to appreciate the magnitude of the Indian 
openers’ feat and did not join in the dismay at their dismissals to umpir-
ing decisions reported as dubious. My primary concern was that Pakistan 
win; I had been converted by the Pakistani team.

On the last day of the Lahore Test, India fought on as Pakistan pressed 
for the kill. As Indian wickets fell, my excitement grew. My uncles grew 
progressively crestfallen as we listened to the radio commentary at my 
grandparents’ home. (Thanks to a power failure, there was no live tele-
cast.) When at last India was bowled out and Pakistan was set a not-im-
possible victory target that required them to score quickly, the electricity 
supply miraculously resumed. We ran to my grandparents’ bedroom 
and—as was standard practice among cricket enthusiasts because televi-
sion commentary was thought to be boring—switched on the television, 
turned down its volume, and turned up the radio. Pakistan took off on a 
flyer. As Kapil Dev bowled a line well wide of the stumps, ostensibly de-
signed to contain and frustrate the Pakistani batsmen, Majid Khan pulled 
a stump out of the ground and pointed to where he thought Kapil should 
bowl. I was delighted by this cheeky gesture, one completely in keeping 
with the Pakistani spirit on ample display.

Fittingly, Zaheer scored the winning runs as Pakistan cantered home, 
scoring six runs an over. I wonder if I cheered loudly in the presence of my 
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uncles as the Pakistanis won. Perhaps I did and they forgave me, for I was only 
eleven. Both teams deserved accolades, but for me there was only one worthy 
recipient. Later, I was stunned as I watched Mushtaq Mohammed the Paki-
stani captain, say in a post-match interview on television that Pakistan’s win 
was one Muslims the world over had prayed for. I did not want to think the 
Pakistani cricket team was doing battle for Muslims against India, tying itself 
up in complicated ways with India’s past and present. I wanted them to con-
tinue belonging to a world apart, one easier to admire and revere. (In response 
to Mushtaq’s thanksgivings, an Indian columnist wrote in severely dry prose, 
“At these words of Mushtaq’s, one’s mind turned to thoughts of Bedouins in 
North Africa falling to their knees as Zaheer scored the winning runs.”)

On the final day of the Karachi Test, bored by the Indian defense to 
save the game, I went to see The Taking of Pelham 123. Escapist fare from 
Hollywood could pull me away from cricket, especially if it did not look 
like India’s opponents would win. The match was headed for a draw; it was 
safe to take the afternoon off and spend it at the movies. On my return, I 
walked into our makeshift dining room and asked my father for news on 
the result. With a huge smile on his face, he replied, “The Pakistanis won!” 
After India had been dismissed in its second innings, Pakistan had needed 
to score at seven an over to win. Asif Iqbal and Javed Miandad, with some 
incredible running between the wickets, had made the chase possible. 
They stayed close but still fell marginally behind the asking run rate. Then 
fatefully, Bishen Bedi the Indian captain, brought himself on to bowl. 
Imran Khan hit him for seventeen runs in the over. The Indian team lost 
the Test, and Bedi lost the Indian captaincy.

My father’s cheerful approval of the result and of the skill and bravado 
of the Pakistani batsmen in scoring the runs needed for victory further in-
dicated to me approval for the Pakistani team—ostensibly enemies of 
ours—was kosher. This was all that was required to transcend the barriers 
of prejudice or nationalist sentiment at my impressionable age: a signal from 
one whose approval I sought that deviation from the norm was acceptable.

While many around me admired Pakistani cricketers, there was little 
doubt most wanted to see them fail. Some Indian fans might have wanted 
a Pakistani cricketer to do well as India won. I might have been the only 
one who crossed the line and wanted Pakistani players to do well at the 
expense of the Indian team. In an environment of total support for the 
Indian team against their most hated rivals, I contrived to not just be a 
supporter of the individual feats of the enemy but to also wish for a con-
trary result for the Indian team. It was not enough for Pakistani batsmen 
to score centuries while Pakistan lost; I wanted them to score centuries 
and for India to lose. My treachery ran deep.
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I shrugged off Indian complaints about Pakistani umpiring as sour 
grapes; I shrugged off Indian media, my friends, and my cricket-crazy 
uncles. They were unhappy and disappointed at the result of the series. I 
was not. Indian cricketers too, were not kindly disposed toward Pakistan. 
Sunil Gavaskar pointed out that he had been out in both innings of the 
Karachi Test without scoring—before he went on to score centuries in 
each innings—but had refused to walk because he was playing in Paki-
stan. I was flabbergasted by this admission of blatant dishonesty, this 
acknowledgment by Gavaskar that his innings had been counterfeit.

In this admiration and protectiveness of Pakistan, I was isolated out-
side the confines of my home. I cared little. I was a solitary artist; my 
cricketing pleasures were drawn in isolation. The question of whether oth-
ers agreed with my cricketing views did not arise. I cared little for the 
opinions of those—like my playmates in the neighborhood park—who 
showed scant tolerance for my cricketing incompetence and were not shy 
about heaping loud scorn and ridicule on my attempts to score runs or 
take wickets. A pox on their houses; I was better off daydreaming about 
these cricketers. I knew who my heroes were and who I wanted to see win-
ning Test matches.

Had my love for cricket been truly impartial I would have been indif-
ferent to the victor’s identity, but I was not. I wanted Pakistan to win; I 
wanted India to lose. There was an active rejection here, an active distanc-
ing, and mysteriously enough I had not sought refuge in some white-
skinned enclave but in one considerably closer, in neighbors for whom I 
had only heard contempt thus far. I can only surmise my father’s admira-
tion for the Pakistanis had granted me the freedom to transfer to them 
my cricketing allegiances, ones already disinclined to be directed toward 
the Indian cricket team.

Forty-two years later, as a middle-aged man looking back at his teen 
years, I still consider the 1978 Tests at Lahore and Karachi paradigmatic 
examples of how cricket should be played. And the format of those two 
wins—bowling out the opposition on the first day or shortly thereafter, 
batting second, building a lead, grittily bowling out the opposition, chas-
ing a small target in limited time in the dying hours of a Test match—was 
for long, in my scales of cricket appreciation, the supreme variant of a Test 
match. My normative vision of cricket was shaped thus by the Pakistani 
team. For years, the failures of the Indian team to win a Test match of that 
type, in that fashion—as long ago as at Melbourne in 1986 and as re-
cently as in Dominica in 2011—rankled deeply. The refusal to pick up the 
thrown gauntlet was galling, indicative of a lack of cricketing moral fiber 
and competence.
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Those autumn days of 1978, when we watched Pakistan play Test  
cricket on our black-and-white television, which my father had bought 
with much difficulty on our limited budget and that never worked for any 
extended length of time, was the first and last time my family spent leisure 
time watching cricket together. Less than a year later, early on the morning 
of 30 April 1979, it was all over; my father passed away suddenly from a 
heart attack, changing our lives forever. Our home became desolate in the 
years following his death. My mother—still reeling from the devastating 
suddenness of that blow, from the loss of her partner of sixteen years—
took over the family business and plunged into the difficult task of bring-
ing up two boys by herself. We—two boys aged fourteen and twelve, just 
starting out on our difficult journeys of adolescence—were only partially 
cooperative, giving my mother ample opportunity for parental anxiety.

I had cricket and the Pakistani team to console me. I followed its prog-
ress with an intensity unmatched by any other cricketing devotion of 
mine. I dug up Pakistani cricketing history. I read avidly about the 1971 
and 1974 tours of England and about Pakistan’s first win over England on 
their very first tour. I discovered Zaheer’s 240 at the Oval in 1974 and was 
gratified to learn Zaheer had scored centuries in both innings of a first-
class match on eight separate occasions, that he was on target for a hun-
dred first-class hundreds and would be the only Asian to reach that ex-
alted landmark. My interest in Zaheer Abbas rivaled my interest in Don 
Bradman; he was my first brown cricketing hero alongside the black and 
white ones I already acknowledged.

Sarfraz Nawaz’s miraculous feats in the first Test of Pakistan’s tour of 
Australia in 1979 were confirmation Pakistan was capable of cricketing 
magic. The bare facts of the Australian collapse bear repeating decades 
after I first read of it in a newspaper one morning in New Delhi. The Aus-
tralians, chasing 381 to win, were 305/3. They then lost seven wickets for 
five runs; Sarfraz took them all for one run. But the next Test was marred 
by a series of ill-mannered and unsportsmanlike incidents. Tempers 
flared, and accusations of impropriety flew in both directions. Pakistan’s 
bad-tempered behavior directed at Australia—the other contenders for 
my cricketing heart, thanks to the legends of the Ashes and Don Brad-
man, about whom I had become alarmingly well-read all too quickly—was 
disillusioning, the first blemish on their otherwise spotless reputation.

All this while I steadfastly ignored Indian cricketing history. I was 
adopting a distinctive blinkered approach—with a palpable hostility at its 
heart—to Indian cricket. But there was a curious shortcoming in my admi-
ration of Pakistan. I, like other young boys my age, made up imaginary 
players—like Clive Hayes—and lived out their careers. The closest I ever 
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came to wanting to be Pakistani was in some backyard games with my 
cousins. I would pretend I was Majid Khan or Zaheer Abbas taking apart an 
unspecified attack with a devil-may-care attitude, driving the tennis ball 
with abandon far over the distant flowerpots next to the neem trees. But I 
could not act out the mental fantasy of the life of a Pakistani cricketer the 
way I had for my Australian hero. I could not imagine myself with a Paki-
stani name; I could not imagine a Pakistani’s school or college background. 
A Pakistani cricketer never became my imagined self. Some of the mist 
swirling around Pakistan had seeped into my subterranean self. The sub-
conscious connotations of that word and the history it evoked had led to an 
acute failure of imagination. I found it easier to imagine being an Austra-
lian than a Pakistani. I knew that much of the difference between us.

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 




