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I his is HoldingWilley’s first country-
specific special analysis. We thought
we’ll play at home first —so India it is.

Since Test cricket is the highest form
—_— —_— of the game, and what players are most
judged by, and since it is the only form
that links eras, we decided to do our
rankings based exclusively on this. ODI cricket therefore has been completely
ignored here.

India’s 77 years of Test cricket (all figures updated till 31st December 2008)
has involved 427 test matches, with 98 wins, 136 losses, 192 draws and 1
tie. Itis nota proud record. Both Pakistan and Sri Lanka have a better win-
loss ratio than India in Test cricket. And yet, India has produced great

cricketers in every era — among the best in the world.

But never the best team. No Indian Test team ever has been the indisputable
best as Australia, England and West Indies have been at some point or the
other. India has come close in three periods — the early 1970s, between 2001
and 2004 and now in 2008 (perhaps more emphatically than ever before).
The 1983-86 period promised much, but delivered little outside of the
glorious ODI championship triumphs and an away series victory in England.
(This also explains why there are more cricketers from these three periods
on our list than any other.)

This analysis primarily ranks India’s 20 greatest cricketers on parameters
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that are a combination of individual excellence and their effect on team results
— standards we believe the evaluation of performances in any team sport
should incorporate. Highest run tallies, or century tallies mean nothing without
this context, in our opinion.

Along with the ranking and a profile, we also provide elaborated lists of their
5 greatest performances. (We have rounded off all averages, which straight-
away halved the figures on the page, and made the stats that much more
palatable. Asterisks connote not out innings.)

But once again, to stress, this is only Test cricket. So, images of Kapil Dev
holding aloft the Prudential World Cup or Ravi Shastri with the keys of the
Audi or a topless Sourav Ganguly waving his shirt have no value here.

It's only the white clothing, five days of it, for 77 years.
The results are actually rather surprising.

Two truisms. One — potentially any cricketer has the ability to replicate his
most outstanding performance several times. Two - many players (batsmen
particularly), despite a mediocre career overall, have that special day or two
where they look as formidable as the very best.

Both these statements above, despite being conflicting, can each be furnished
with many examples. Their contradiction only underscores the point that at
this level of the sport, natural talent is just one of components of success.
What goes on between the ears along with how that ticker responds below —
these differentiate between the very good and the great players.

And this actually makes the task of comparing players of different eras quite
simple. Moreover, the aggregate standards for great bowlers and batsmen
have not changed in the last 130 years. A good batsman has always averaged
between 40 and 45 runs per innings and a great one 50 to 60. A good bowler
has always averaged 27-32 runs per wicket and a great one between 20 and
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25. This has not changed in many, many years — and the higher the sample
size of tests, the more this gets borne out. The only one who does not stay
within these figures is a certain Donald Bradman, and this is why he is the
true Colossus of the game. A great player is one in any era.

They say bowlers were better in the 1970s and 1980s, but that doesn’t reflect
in the overall records of the players, as mentioned above. It is also true that
fielding standards are much higher now as are fitness levels. On the other
hand, the quality of equipment (especially cricket bats) has improved
enormously. There may have been uncovered pitches previously, but there
are far more result-oriented matches now. The limitation to bouncers per
over and the front foot no-ball rule seem to favour batsmen but the lbw law
of being given out outside the line of the off-stump if not offering a stroke
kicked in gradually only in 1970s. Clearly, they all even out as extraneous
influences in the longer version of the game, as opposed to ODIs and T20,
where standards keep changing every few years; in fact, ODIs are largely
responsible for the impression that batting has become easier over the years.

What remains here is the mental...and the desire.

While the quality of bowling faced by a batsman (or reputation of batsmen
dismissed by a bowler) has a say in the ranking, as mentioned above, records
and statistics do not support the view that bowlers were significantly better
in one particular era compared to another. Changing fitness standards also
suggest that the prism to indulge in cross-era analysis is dodgy. It is also useful
to remember that at this level of the game, pitch and weather conditions play
a big part in the mix. Often, bowlers with a small reputation do big things
combating which can require even greater application and talent than
neutralizing the deeds of much bigger names under more benign conditions.

The ability to absorb pressure and deliver when the team needs it the most,
perform when the match is on edge — that is what reveals true character in
a sportsman. This quality does not usually reflect in the averages. A player’s
contribution to a match that is still at stake is more valuable than a bigger
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numerical contribution in a match which is either headed for a draw or certain
defeat. The latter is usually a great opportunity for natural talent to showcase
itself without the edge of match pressure. These are akin to Tennis without
anet in a way, since the true edge of competition is missing, and those
performances do not get a high rating on our book.

We have also tried to get past the sentimentality involved in evaluating players
from a bygone era. Many were legends because of their performances on the
domestic front (Vijay Merchant) or the indisputable talent they had (Lala
Amarnath) but their sample size of international matches is often too small
to make it to the main list. We have paid tribute to them elsewhere.

Finally, just to reiterate, this is a ranking based on black-and-white
performances, not reputations. Style of play is of no consequence, nor is its
aesthetic or spectacle value. We've just taken what is recorded in the history
books of cricket, and run it through our prisms that combine objective analyses
and solely based on those, made some subjective judgments. Fundamentally,
this is a quantitative analysis juxtaposing parameters rather than developing
formulae to determine rankings.

So, here then are the parameters of our ranking.

1) Overall consistency.

2) Performances abroad, in matches away, outside the player’'s comfort zone;
in different pitch/ weather conditions.

3) Performances in matches won — usually a good indicator to a player’s true
value in a team.

4) Match-winning ability — the solo contribution a player makes in winning

efforts and how often he makes them.

5) Match situations taken into account to determine how a player performs

under pressure.

Under these parameters, this is the ranking we have.
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1) Rahul Dravid

2) Sunil Gavaskar

3) Virender Sehwag

4) Sachin Tendulkar

5) Kapil Dev

6) Bishen Bedi—BS Chandrasekhar—EAS Prasanna (as one bowling unit)
7) GR Viswanath

8) Anil Kumble

9) Vinoo Mankad

10) VVS Laxman

11) Sourav Ganguly

12) Md. Azharuddin

13) Dilip Vengsarkar

14) Mohinder Amarnath
15) Vijay Hazare

16) Subhash Gupte

17) Polly Umrigar

18) Javagal Srinath

So, India’s 20 greatest cricketers in 18 places.

Most players fell into their spots easily enough, given the parameters and the
hard, cold statistical means to measure performances. In the few areas of
serious doubt (Sachin-Sehwag, arranging Ganguly, Laxman, Azhar, Vengsarkar
and Amarnath amongst themselves) where the players have tied everywhere,
we have had to create some new parameters (for example, impact as a captain
for Ganguly). We've argued amongst ourselves furiously for weeks to reach
this conclusion. In the end, we're pleased to say this is not a compromise list
but one unanimously agreed upon.

An elaboration of the rationale behind the ranking is provided on Page 85
and it brings to life many of the debates we had amongst ourselves.
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E RS Dravid (1996-current)

In 131 Test Matches, he averages 52 (10,509 runs).
Away average is 57.

Averages 66 in matches won (43), 78 in matches won
abroad (18) - 76 without Bangladesh.

Has won 5 MoM awards in matches India has won (all
in different countries); 9 awards in all.

Has scored 25 or less in 43% of his 227 innings —the
lowest failure rate on this list. Quite staggering when
you take into account his last two years of poor scoring
(where he averages 33 in 25 Tests).

Has made 26 hundreds and 53 fifties.

Captained India in 25 Tests with a success percentage
of 32 —the second highest in Indian cricket. This included
series wins in West Indies and England.

Strike rate: 42 runs per 100 balls — amongst the lowest
on this list.

Despite a distaste of opening the batting, shares a 409-
run opening partnership with Sehwag — 3rd highest in
Test history.

Scored more runs at no. 3 more than any Indian - 8116

at an average of 54.

_I_he typically shallow media-given
epithet of “The Wall” does not do
justice to India’s greatest Test
cricketer. He’s been no mere blocker

but an intense fighter who has worn down some of the greatest teams of his
generation with an astute combination of defence and attack. Regardless of
the weather conditions, the state of the pitch or the buoyancy of the opposition,
or indeed even his own form, the very visible aligning of mind and body to the
task ahead has no better role-model than a top-class Rahul Dravid innings.
More than his aesthetic copybook style, his immaculate balance or his all-
around-the-wicket shot-making ability, it is that fierce intent readying itself
for a long fight that is his hallmark.
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Everything about Dravid in the middle suggests the long haul — and that’s
more about the mind than anything else. “The Will” is probably more apt,
though the changed letter “i” is the least abused one in his cricket vocabulary.
He has been one of India’s most selfless cricketers despite his stature (which
normally gives the license to be the opposite in this part of the world) — has
batted in every batting position between 1 and 7, opened for his team (17 times)
despite his distaste for it, thrown his wicket away when his team was looking
for quick runs, risked unpopularity as captain by controversially declaring
when his most iconic team-mate did not do the same — but more than anything
else, never ever wasted his wicket for personal gratification. It is reassuring
then that Dravid has succeeded in every country, under all pitch/ weather
conditions and won more matches for India than anybody else. The last two
years have seen a rapid decline in his form and his average has receded from
58 to 52 (despite the voluntary abdication of his captaincy status to concentrate
on his batting). And yet, as someone who has always relished being out of his
comfort zone every once in a while, was the highest scorer (93) in the most
famous Indian Test match victory of this period — Perth 2008. His one major
weakness — the propensity to get bogged down when not at his best (which
has affected the team at times) perhaps also underlines his over-dependence
on the cerebral. He will remain the greatest role model in Indian cricket because
he very visibly put his team ahead of himself every time, and all that while
optimising his own talents through sheer sweat and grit.
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270 vs Pakistan, Rawalpindi 2004.

Series locked at 1-1 and the decider
expected to be a tense, close fight.
Pakistan dismissed for 224, but
Sehwag dismissed first ball. Dravid
joins makeshift opener Parthiv Patel
the wicket-keeper. They survive a few
anxious moments (Shoaib Akhtar
with his tail up after all), and the first
day ends with India 23-1. Next

morning, Dravid’s solidity calms
things down and Patel begins to open
up. Then, Patel is caught behind at
129 and Tendulkar too 1 run later.
130-3, match in the balance again.
Laxman and Ganguly however get
classy seventies, and Yuvraj an
uncharacteristically slow forty, but it
is Dravid who is the constant, who

N

holds the whole show together.
Landmark after landmark is crossed,
and with the team score around 550,
Dravid begins to go for quick runs.
He is 8th out for 270 (over 12 hours
at the crease, 495 balls, 34 fours, 1
six). India reaches 600 and
comfortably wins by an innings with
a day to spare.

233 and 72* vs Australia, Adelaide 2003.

Australia makes 556 and India is 85-
4. In olden times, game over. But this
is a new-age India led by Ganguly
with Dravid as the jewel in his crown.
And he shines like never before. First,
with Laxman, reversing the famous
Kolkata partnership of 2001, with

Dravid taking the lead this time - they
put on 303 (Laxman 148) in six hours.
Then, with the wicket-keeper and the
tail, who add 135 with him, till Dravid
is last out for 233 (almost 10 hours
of batting, 446 balls, 23 fours, 1 six).
Australia collapse in the second

N

innings, set India 230 to win. Then
again, Dravid back at 48-1, anchors
the innings and stays till the end with
72 (4 hours of batting, 170 balls, 7
fours). India wins by 4 wickets, and
lead the Australians for the first time
ever in their backyard.

180 vs Australia, Kolkata 2001.

In bad form, Dravid has lost his
number 3 slot to Laxman, mid-match.
In the second innings, India is
following on 274 behind and now is
52-1 but it is Laxman who has gone
out to bat. He is in great touch no
doubt (as evidenced by his fluent 59
in India’s first innings of 171) and it
is a logically sound move, but it still
hurts. Dravid watches in the dressing
room as India lose Das and then

Tendulkar cheaply (115-3) and then
as Laxman and Ganguly flower for a
while, till Ganguly is rattled by some
“mental disintegration” in the middle
and then caught behind with India
232-4. Dravid walks out now
(ironically in the same batting
position Laxman had batted in the
first innings) and joins the same man
who has replaced him. The day ends
at 245-4 (Laxman on a superb 109);

most expect the match to be over the
next day, Australia to continue their
world-record winning streak of 16
Tests and thus win the series here
itself. But the earth shifts on its axis.
Next morning, Waugh'’s attacking
field settings encourage a low-risk
counter attack from the two,
especially Laxman. By lunch, they
add 122 more, Laxman on 171, Dravid
50. They both open up thereafter,
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feeding off each other by now. There
are no mistakes (despite the knife
edge possibility of a quick end to the
match if either of them is dismissed)
—they’re both in a rarefied zone much
to the frustration of McGrath,
Gillespie, Kasprowicz and Warne.
Dravid reaches his 100 (off 205 balls)
and shows more emotion than he ever

has, or ever would. By tea — 115 more
- Laxman 227, Dravid 106. They're
tired but the enormity of what they’re
doing is keeping them going. Five
other bowlers are tried by a frustrated
Waugh, in vain. By close of play, 98
more are added — India are 589-4,
Laxman 275*, Dravid 155*. They have
batted all day! Laxman gets out for

281 next morning and Dravid is
finally run out for 180 going for quick
runs. India set Australia 384.
Squeezing even more poetry out of
reality, the Indians dismiss the
bizarrely aggressive Australians for
212 giving India her most famous and
landmark victory.

N

148 vs England, Leeds 2002.

Overcast conditions, green tinged
wicket. Ganguly wins the toss, decides
to bat — frowns from the experts, glint
in the collective English eye. India
15-1; Sehwag departs after struggling
to make 8 in half an hour. Rahul
Dravid joins Sanjay Bangar. The ball
darting around, swinging viciously.
Matter of time. Knowing smiles. The
bowlers enjoying the shape to the
slips, ooh that arc. Batsmen leaving
the ball alone. Hoggard, Caddick,
Tudor, Flintoff — bouncing, tempting,
attacking off-stump. Play and miss.
Uneven bounce. Keeping low —
Dravid digging it out. Bouncing

viciously — Dravid fending it off. Calm
and patience. Picking up singles and
occasional boundaries through the
many gaps. Field gradually getting
less attacking, pitch slowly but surely
settling down. The spinner Giles
coming on. No change of approach.
Suddenly...panic from the English.
India has passed 150. For just one
wicket — in these conditions? They
should be 5 down, at least! Where did
we screw up — think the English.
Here’s the next ball — think Dravid
and Bangar. Finally, at 185, Bangar
nicks one. Tendulkar comes in,
Flintoff is on. Swaying away from

N

the line, fending him off. Oohs and
aahs. Giles bowls leg stump line to
keep runs down. Dravid sends
Hoggard’s ball to the legside rope.
Clapping all around, everyone in the
dressing room stands up. Dravid (100
in 220 balls; 14 fours) raises his bat.
At the end of the first day, India 236-
2, Dravid 110. Mission accomplished.
Things would get much easier
thereafter — Tendulkar would get 193,
Ganguly 128. India with 628 would
win by an innings. But Dravid’s 148,
which tamed the first day’s conditions
and carried on, would get the MoM
award.

81 and 68 vs West Indies, Kingston 2006.

In two out of the three Tests, West
Indies had narrowly escaped with a
draw. And now, in the last Test, India
had won the toss, decided to bat
(against conventional wisdom in
these conditions) and was 3-2 as
Dravid the captain walked out (he'd
occupied no. 4 right through this

series since Tendulkar was absent).
During the walk to the middle, did
any thoughts of a jinx go through his
head? Or at 58-4? Or 78-5? Surely at
91-6? The captain fought back with
his most trusted ally, so what if he
was a bowler. Dravid and Kumble
took the score to 184 before Kumble

fell (45) and 13 runs later Dravid
nicked one to the keeper (81 in five
and a half hours). 3 runs later India
was all out. West Indies collapsed
from 42-1to 103 all out (Harbhajan
Singh 5-13 in 4.3 overs). Dravid
walked out to bat again at 6-2 (groan).
49-3 (bang). 76-5 (creak). The captain
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did it all over again. Partnerships with
the lower order, taking the score to
154 before being castled (68 in 166
balls; 12 fours). Kumble got into the

act then (6-78) and India won by 46

runs. India’s first series victory in
West Indies after 35 years. The

captain did it almost single-handedly

N

with the bat — in fact, Dravid occupied
the batting crease longer than the
entire West Indian team in both
innings combined.

HONOURABLE MENTION:
87 vs South Africa, Port Elizabeth 2001.

This was still the second match in a
3-test series when it took place. India
0-1 down, SA powered to 362 by
Gibbs (196). India knocked out for
201 by Pollock (5-40). SA set India
395 to win in a day and half a session.
India 0-1, Das gone, caught behind
off Pollock. Dravid joins Deep
Dasgupta (makeshift opener and
wicket-keeper) and they survive 17
more tense overs before close of play
(28-1). Next morning, they look the

bowling attack consisting of Pollock,
Hayward, Kallis, Ntini and Boje in
the eye and begin grinding it down.
At lunch, they are together. At tea,
they still look secure. Dravid’s
dismissal at 171 (for 87; 241 balls; 12
fours) and Dasgupta’s at 184 (for 63;
281 balls; 7 fours) is of little
consequence. A crucial match has
been saved the good, old-fashioned
way — quite a rarity in the post-1990
era. Sadly, later the next match would

N

be controversially deemed unofficial
(due to the fracas between the Indians
and Mike Denness —who had banned
3 Indian players for misbehaviour)
and the series terminated here but
the grit and sweat of Dravid and
Dasgupta could not be forgotten.
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g SM Gavaskar (1971-1987)

In 125 Test Matches, he averaged 51 (10,122 runs).
Away average was 52.

Averaged 44 in matches won (23 tests), 50 in matches
won abroad (just 9 tests).

His tally of 10,122 runs and 34 centuries were both world
records in his time.

Average against West Indies (the top team of his era)
was 65 in 27 matches. 70 in the West Indies.

Interestingly, has amongst the highest percentage of
single digit failures by specialised batsmen on this list
(27%) — which tells you how much he made his innings
count once he got a start.

Captained India in 47 matches (won 9, lost 8, drew 30)
with a success percentage of 19. Averaged 51 with the
bat as captain.

Got 5 MoM awards, none in a match India won (though
half his career was in the pre-MoM award era).

Opened 203 times for India, averaging 50 . Preferred
to take first strike.

Played at no. 4 just once — scored 236*.

n

I ndian cricket had a spine operation
in 1971 and the procedure was called
Sunil Manohar Gavaskar. The effects
of the self belief that set in thereafter
are still being felt. A rock solid defence, the ability to concentrate for long
periods of time without any distraction and an absolute bloody mindedness
about giving his wicket away were new qualities in the Indian cricket psyche
when Gavaskar burst into the scene with one of the most spectacular debut
series of all time. And it’s not like he was shy of scoring runs either; perhaps
the world is yet to see a batsman as hungry as Gavaskar was right through his
career. It made him very focused about individual records (and you can still
hear it in his commentary) which suited India just fine at that time. During
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most of his career, Indian teams were not a major force in Test cricket, especially
abroad. Since as an opening batsman Gavaskar got to set up the game, in most
cases his run accumulations served India perfectly. Also, since Indian teams
were fighting for survival more often than they were chasing victories, there
wasn’t a better man they could pick to fight for their life (without a helmet
throughout his entire career, voluntarily). He was criticised for being overly
defensive, and maybe that had become his instinct, but can you blame someone
relied on to avert defeat ever so often? The moments of victory, or near victory,
were aberrations (though there were a few memorable ones) and it shows in
his average of winning Test matches (44 — amongst the lowest on this list).
Gavaskar’s great contribution was to inject steeliness in Indian cricket and he
IS the only one on this list who was considered the world’s unarguable best
(opening batsman) for a major part of his career.

774 runs 1N his first Test series vs West Indies 1971.

As a fresh-faced 21-year-old,
Gavaskar made an auspicious start
to Test cricket as his very first match
was a landmark win (eventually
series-winning) for India in the West
Indies. And in the first four Test
matches of his career he scored 65
and 67*, 116 and 64*, 1 and 117*, 124
and 220. It was not an accident that

India’s first major overseas series
triumphs (this one, and the one
following in England) coincided with
Gavaskar’s arrival at the international
scene. His team-mate Bishen Bedi,
whom he didn’t even know that well
yet, christened his new-born son
Gavasinder Singh. A calypso song was
composed by Lord Relator purely in

221 vs England, the

India was 0-1 down in the Test series
with just the last match to go. England
continued its domination — a first

Gavaskar’s honour, which went — “It
was Gavaskar, The real master, Just
like a wall, We couldn't out Gavaskar
at all, Not at all, You know the West
Indies couldn't out Gavaskar at all”.
This was later voted at No. 68 at a
'Calypso of the Century' poll. Not a
bad start to an international sporting
career.

g
Oval 1979.

innings lead of 103 was converted to
a 438 victory target for India with a
day and a half to go. Gavaskar and

Chauhan set about trying to save the
match. They solidly played out the
fourth day and India was 76-0 at
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close. Hmm, not bad, maybe we have
some hope of keeping the scoreline
0-1in the series after all, but still a
long way to go —was undoubtedly the
Indian way of thinking on the fifth
morning. They were solidity
personified again and comfortably
kept the bowling attack comprising
Willis, Botham, Hendrick, Edmonds
and Willey at bay. The scoring was at
a snail’s pace though, not really a
concern at that point. Chauhan was
finally dismissed at 213 (for 80, made

off 263 balls) and Vengsarkar stepped
into his shoes in a very similar mode.
Gavaskar just kept on batting, forceful
shots, including his trademark elegant
on-drives and straight drives
punctuating resolute defence.
Perhaps it is only when India reached
around 350-1 after tea when a
possible win even came into their
sights. Vengsarkar got out at 366
(with 52 off 139 balls) and the Indians
decided to push for it now. But it was
perhaps left for too late. A promoted

102 vs West Indies,

The third Test in this series began
with India 0-1 down. West Indies,
under Clive Lloyd’s captaincy, was
looking to be the best Test side in the
world to go with their newly acquired
one-day crown. It was all going
according to their plan as they set
India 403 runs to win in the fourth
innings with one and a half days to
go. A team that hardly won Test
matches abroad could certainly not
be expected to set a world record to
win. Gavaskar and Gaekwad began

Kapil Dev got out for a duck and
Gavaskar followed soon, trying to
force the pace (221 off 443 balls in
over 8 hours at the crease). Wickets
fell as the Indians tried something
they were not used to at all —push for
a win. The match ended with India
at 429-8, just 9 runs short of what
would have been the highest fourth
innings chase of all time - to this day.

N

Port-of-Spain 1976.

steadily — saving the match
paramount in their minds. The latter
departed with the score at 69 (for 28)
but replaced by Mohinder Amarnath,
who just wanted to keep his end
secure, while Gavaskar milked runs
off fast bowlers Julien and Holding
and the spinners Padmore and
Jumadeen. Mission accomplished —
at the end of the fourth day, India
was 134 for 1, Gavaskar with his
unbeaten 86 had provided not just a
foundation but a new-found belief.

N

236 vs West Indies,

At 0-3 down with one Test to go, the
series had been lost and considerable
pride too. India had been thrashed
by a highly charged West Indies side
wounded after losing the one-day
World Cup final to India six months
ago. The Indian batting hadn’t

Next morning, Gavaskar was out for
102 (with the score at 177) but
Amarnath (85), Viswanath (112*) and
Brijesh Patel (49*) took his spirit
forward to complete India’s most
famous victory. This win had larger
repercussions in the history of cricket
overall, as it precipitated the
formation of the West Indian all-pace
attack which would dominate world
cricket for the next decade and a half.

Chennai 1983.

delivered consistently and their
biggest force of the last year —
Mohinder Amarnath, had scored 1
run in 6 innings. After the first day’s
play got washed out, West Indies
rattled up 313 with every batsman
getting a start. Gaekwad and Sidhu

opened the Indian batting...with
Gavaskar due at no. 4 for a change.
But nature cannot be denied as
Gavaskar walked in anyway at the
score he was used to — zero, as India
lost two wickets before opening its
account. Marshall, Roberts, Davis
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and Holding looked like they would
spearhead a final humiliation for the
series. It looked even more certain as
wickets kept falling — 54 for 3, 67 for
4,92 for 5. And then Ravi Shastri
joined Gavaskar. In almost four

hours, they blunted the fearsome
West Indian attack and neutralised
the match. Shastri was out for 72 at
262 but Gavaskar just went on and
on, Lord Relator reprised. He
remained not out at 236, India’s

highest ever individual score till then,
and he had batted close to eleven
hours for it. Not bad for a 34-year-
old suspected to be on his last legs.

N

96 vs Pakistan, Bangalore 1987.

After 4 drawn Tests, anticipation was
fever-pitch for the last one at
Bangalore. Gavaskar had also
announced his retirement, so this was
to be his last Test match. To ensure
a result, the pitch was expected to
favour the bowlers — that turned out
to be an understatement. Maninder
Singh got 7-27 in Pakistan’s 116. India
managed 145 with Imran and Akram
together bowling just 7 overs,
spinners Igbal Qasim and Tauseef
Ahmed together 57 overs — taking 5
wickets each. Maninder Singh opened
the bowling with Kapil Dev, and
along with Shastri and Yadav
dismissed Pakistan for 249. India
thus needed 221 to win and Gavaskar
walked out (to open) for the last time

in Test cricket. It was only the 3rd
day of the match, so a result was
certain. Within half an hour, India
were reeling at 15-2 (both wickets to
Akram, who would bowl just 11
overs). Vengsarkar joined Gavaskar
and they cautiously took the score
ahead. Qasim and Tauseef came on;
they would bowl almost entirely
unchanged for 83 overs. At 64,
Vengsarkar went, at 89 More
(bizarrely sent in as night-watchman
with almost 45 mins to go). At close,
India was 99 for 4 — Gavaskar 51*,
Azharuddin 7*. The match was on a
knife’s edge and the next day was the
rest day — talk about soaking the
pressure. Gavaskar took charge on
the fourth day, in his quintessential

way. The pitch was turning square
but his reflexes were up to the task
as he played late, with soft hands; his
skills seemed in top condition.
Wickets kept falling regularly —
captain Kapil Dev departed at 161-7.
But Pakistan knew that with Gavaskar
in the middle, anything was still
possible. However, at 180 Gavaskar
was dismissed, and the rest was a
formality. India lost by 16 runs, not
that small a margin on that pitch.
Many of those who saw this innings
live consider it Gavaskar’s finest
innings ever. He got the MoM award
in his last Test match — ending his
career with the same glory he began
with. But the team result was the
opposite — in keeping with the times.

N
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HONOURABLE MENTION:
121 vs West Indies, Delhi 1983.

There had been a lot of buzz about
when Gavaskar would get his 29th
century and equal Donald Bradman’s
world record. Given his own slant of
thinking, the man himself would have
been keen to get this out of the way.
After getting thrashed in the first Test
of this series (where Gavaskar scored
0 and 7), India was desperate to get
a decent start when they won the toss
here and batted. Gaekwad was out
for 8 (India 28-1) and Vengsarkar

joined Gavaskar, who had been
struggling. As if he had turned on a
switch, Gavaskar suddenly decided
to hit his way out of the situation.
What followed was as spectacular as
it was unusual. In 37 balls, Gavaskar
had blasted Marshall, Holding, Davis
and Daniel all over the Kotla to reach
his 50. As if breathless from his
exertions, he calmed down a bit after
that, but still took just 57 balls more
to reach his record-equalling century.

By far his fastest century, at that time
it was also amongst the fastest Test
hundreds ever by an opener. The
India score at the time was 169 and
Gavaskar had hit 13 fours and 1 six.
The match was a high scoring draw
eventually but Gavaskar’s innings on
that first day is still etched deeply in
Indian cricket history.

N
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In 66 Test Matches, he averages 51 (with 5617 runs).

Away average is also 51 (59 in Australia, 40 in England,
51in WI, 91 in Pakistan).

Averages 52 in matches won (24), 56 in matches won
abroad (12) - 63 without Bangladesh (amongst the very
few whose average actually increases when you remove
Bangladesh).

Has won 4 MoM awards in matches India has won; 7
MoMs in all.

Scores 78 runs every hundred balls, more than anybody
in contemporary cricket today — astonishing, when you
consider his overall averages. This strike rate is also the
highest ever for a batsman of his stature, after Adam
Gilchrist.

His last eleven centuries have all been scores above 150.

Has scored 2 triple centuries, the only one to do so besides
Bradman and Lara in 132 years of Test cricket.

His second triple hundred (319 vs SA in 304 balls; 300
off 278 balls) is the fastest of all time in terms of balls
faced.

Has scored 25 or less in 47% of his 114 innings, a failure
rate lower than Gavaskar (48), Ganguly (48) and
Laxman (51) — very surprising, when you consider
Sehwag’s reputation as a carefree risk-taker. As an
opener, Sehwag's failure rate is lower than Greenidge
(51), Haynes (53), Gayle (48), Gooch (50), Jayasuriya
(55) and Gibbs (52). In fact, only Hayden (42) is ahead
of him (and everybody else) on that count.

N

\/irender Sehwag is the biggest blind spot in the history of Indian cricket. The
purists are convinced his technique is flawed, yet he has consistently averaged
over 50 in Tests. Fans still think his game is more suited to limited overs cricket,
yet he has changed the parameters of opening the innings — a time-honoured
specialised Test position (despite fundamentally being a middle-order batsman
before being asked to open in Tests). Aficionados believe no one can last long
at the crease without moving his feet to the fast bowlers but Sehwag has made
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bigger Test hundreds than anyone in Indian cricket history. Commentators
believe he is sorted out often by bowlers, yet he keeps winning matches single-
handedly. Critics believe that he is risky and not solid as an opener, yet his
failure rate (scores of 25 or less) is lower than many of the greatest openers in
Test history. The media constantly refers to him as Tendulkar’s “clone” (the
main reason for the blind spot), yet Sehwag has won twice the number of Tests
for India on his own steam despite playing less than half the number of tests
Tendulkar has. People question Sehwag’s shot selection, yet batting almost
invariably appears far more difficult when he is replaced at the crease. Pundits
believe he has an unevolved cricketing brain that revels in mindless slogging,
but his interviews reveal a remarkably original (and extraordinarily simple)
way to look at batting. His method of predominantly playing beside the ball
rather than behind it (and succeeding to this extent) has brought new thought
processes to coaching camps everywhere — and has much to do with an
uncluttered, fearless mind as much as hand-eye coordination. On the field,
Sehwag is a genre of his own, as he redefines all understanding of “risk” and
“percentage shots”; off it more anecdotes are told about him than any Indian
cricketer in history. That unbelievable rate of scoring runs (amazingly without
compromising on the consistency) doesn’t just give his team more time to push
for a win (and occasionally struggle to draw!) but also lifts the entire squad
guicker and surer than anything can. His sample size of 66 Tests may be lower
than most on this list, but in the context of his achievements in proportion to
that (and keeping in mind that even this is a significant sample size as per Test
history), it is time to recognise him as the legend that he already is and realise
that if he has even a couple of more years like 2008 to follow, he will top every
list, including this one.

B
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201* vs Sri Lanka, Galle 2008.

India had lost the first test by the
massive margin of an innings and
269 runs thanks to the lethal bowling
partnership between Muralitharan
and the new find Mendis. In this, the
second Test, there was considerable
anxiety about how the out-of-form
Indian batting line-up would cope.
India won the toss, chose to bat.
Sehwag strode out to open with
Gambhir ...and mayhem followed.
Every single bowler was attacked
mercilessly, fearlessly. The field was
pushed back, and Sehwag was not out
at 91 at lunch — India 151 for no loss

in 29 overs. Rain and bad light
interrupted play thereafter and
sporadic intervals of play saw India
being pushed back. 4 wickets for 11
runs and Sri Lanka were back. At
close, India was 214 for 4 with Sehwag
on 128. Next morning, Laxman
departed at 278 but Sehwag
continued blazing away. Then at 317,
four wickets fell again for twelve runs
and India was all out for 329. Sehwag
had carried his bat through for 201
off 231 balls with 22 fours and 4 sixes.
Between them, Mendis and
Muralitharan still got 8 wickets but

N

they were also hammered for 210
runs, the majority from Sehwag
(Mendis went for 70 off 77 balls;
Murali went for 58). Sri Lanka got
close to India’s total, and in the
second innings Sehwag got another
50 (in 52 balls) as India made 269
and then dismissed Sri Lanka for 136.
Harbhajan got ten wickets in the
match, and he was not the only one
inspired by what had happened in
India’s first innings. And this wasn't
the first or last time Sehwag lifted his
whole team with just one
performance.

84 vs England, Chennai 2008.

On the eve of the third day’s play,
Ravi Shastri asked Sehwag what he
thought of the match situation.
England was 247 ahead in the second
innings with 7 wickets in hand. “We
are in control,” Sehwag said, without
batting an eyelid. Seeing Shastri’s
incredulous expression, Sehwag
elaborated that the pitch was not that
difficult and India could chase
whatever was set. After particularly
slow going between lunch and tea
(when England made 57 in two
hours), India was set 387 — which
would be the 4th highest winning
total ever if India made it. When the

Indian openers came out, survival
was on everybody’s mind (especially
after the heavy weather England had
made of the scoring). Not Sehwag's.
The first 50 runs came in 33 balls —
Sehwag making 42 of those. The
colour had begun to drain off English
faces. By the time, India reached
hundred, panic had set in...and it
never left, even after Sehwag’s soft
dismissal for 83 (off 68 balls; 11 fours,
4 sixes). In 1 hour 40 minutes, he had
single-handedly turned a match on
its head, which had seen 868 runs
and 29 wickets in about 23 hours of
play before this. Gambhir’s 66 and

an unbroken partnership of 163
between Tendulkar (101*) and Yuvraj
(85*) took India to one of its most
famous victories, but it was Sehwag
who rightly got the man-of-the-match
award. Later, Sehwag said that he had
planned to play cautiously initially
but the English kept on bowling
outside the off stump and he just
couldn’t help hitting out, despite
trying really hard not to! As his
captain Dhoni said - if not for
Sehwag’s innings, the Indian team
would have only thought of survival.
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309 vs Pakistan, Multan 2004.

As the Indian opening batsmen came
out to commence the much-awaited
new Test series against Pakistan in
their backyard (after 15 years), the
mood was cautious. Big occasion.
Quite a bowling attack - Shoaib
Akhtar, Md. Sami, Shabbir Ahmed,
Saqglain Mustaq, Abdul Razzaqg. Two
hours later, the score was 104-0, with
Sehwag on 76. India lost its first
wicket at 160 (Akash Chopra 42) and
second at 173 (Dravid 6). Tendulkar
joined Sehwag and the party was back

on track. At tea, India was 228 for 2
in 57 overs — Sehwag 155*. The 300
came in 76 overs and Sehwag'’s 200
in 222 balls — amongst the fastest of
all time. Shoaib Akhtar had cracked
up, Saglain Mushtaqg would never
play Test cricket after this match. At
close, Sehwag was 221* out of India’s
356 in 90 overs. Visions of India’s
first ever triple hundred did not deter
him, as he added 71 to his score in
the first session the next day. Nerves?
He brought up his 300 with a six

N

immediately after lunch, off 364 balls
— the fastest in contemporary cricket
history. 38 fours, 6 sixes. He was out
soon after, with the score at 509 —
having laid the foundation for a
massive score (675 for 5 declared).
Pakistan scored substantially in the
first innings (407) but could not take
the relentless pressure thereafter to
save the match. Sehwag’s strike rate
had also ensured that India had
enough time to bowl Pakistan out
twice.

155 vs Australia, Chennai 2004.

India have been beaten badly in the
first Test and nerves are taut when
the second Test begins. Australia
dismissed for 235 on a pitch assisting
the spinners emphatically from day
one. India end day one at 28 for 1,
Yuvraj dismissed, Sehwag and
nightwatchman Pathan at the crease.
Next morning, Sehwag does the bulk
of the scoring with minimal risk.
Pathan gets out for 14 at 83. Sehwag
and Dravid steady the innings and

just when Sehwag begins to take
charge again, Dravid falls for 26 (at
178). But Sehwag keeps gaining in
momentum despite Ganguly and
Laxman falling cheaply. At 233,
Sehwag is dismissed by Warne — for
155 off 221 balls (strike rate of 70,
one of his slower hundreds!) In the
second innings, India is set 229 to
win — by no means a cinch in these
conditions. With just three overs to
go before close of play on the fourth

day, Sehwag walks out again to open
the innings. Survival on his mind now
at least? Right. He proceeds to
hammer McGrath for three
boundaries leaving no doubt in
anyone’s mind about where he thinks
this match is going. Tragically, the
last day is rained-out depriving us of
another solo Sehwag match-winning
show perhaps.

N

195 vs Australia, Melbourne 2003.

Australia, very uncharacteristically,
0-1 behind in a home series for the
first time in years. The Boxing Day
third test - likely to be a tense one for
both sides. India bat first; very steady

start from Sehwag and Chopra. 89
for O at lunch — Sehwag on 51. No
nerves after lunch either, another 14
overs go by till Chopra falls at 141 for
48. No problem. The in-form Dravid

joins Sehwag and the good times
continue. Sehwag gets his first
hundred against Australia off 144
balls and looks good for more. Dravid
looks like he’s carrying on from
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Adelaide (233 and 73* in the last
Test). Both comfortably keeping the
score board moving — score crosses
250 for 1. Indian fans rubbing their
eyes, try to keep calm. At 278, Dravid
gets out against the run of play.
Sehwag immediately hammers two
boundaries as if to shrug off his
dismissal. And then, Tendulkar goes
for a golden duck. Sehwag continues

savaging the ball and with his score
at 195 goes for a six and gets caught
at the boundary line (25 fours and 5
sixes at a strike rate of 84). By the
time the 63,000-strong audience has
finished giving him a standing
ovation, the game has changed. The
next 6 wickets fall for 55 runs through
some loose shots and India
inexplicably squander away the

incredible position. Australia come
out and bat strongly, get a 192-run
lead and put India under pressure.
India go on to lose the Test by 9
wickets. This is the first time the
cricket world saw the mirage of
ridiculously simple batsmanship
Sehwag would inadvertently show his
team-mates.

N

HONOURABLE MENTION:
201 vs Pakistan, Bangalore 2005.

With India 1-0 ahead, Pakistan fought
back in the last Test with a massive
570 (thanks to Younis Khan's 267 and
Inzamam’s 182). India opened with
Sehwag and Gambhir, with the
former taking charge in his inimitable
manner. It was 50-0 in the tenth over,
Sehwag got his own fifty in 56 balls.
Gambhir was out at 98 for just 24.

Thereafter, till the score reached 337,
it was all Sehwag, the others were just
formal presences to keep him legally
at the crease. He had made 201 in
262 balls, with 28 fours and 2 sixes.
After Sehwag’s dismissal, Laxman
(with 79* - the next highest score)
took the score to 449. But Pakistan
batted brilliantly again, and set India

383 to win. Sehwag and Gambhir
again had a good start; they put on
87 in 24 overs when Sehwag was run
out for 38 (off 53 balls). The match
completely changed thereafter and
India collapsed for 214 and lost the
match.

N
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In 156 Test Matches, he averages 54 (12,429 runs).
Away average is 54.
Averages 64 in matches won (50).

Averages 82 in matches won abroad (15 matches). 66
without Bangladesh (11 matches).

Has 2 MoM awards in matches India has won (11MoMs
in all), both in India in the 1990s.

Currently holds the world record for maximum Test
runs (12,429) and maximum Test centuries (41).

Has played more Tests than any Indian.

In the first half of his career (73 matches, 1989-99)
Tendulkar contributed 20 runs more than the team's
average and 17 more in matches won. In the second half
(1999-2008) it is 17 more and 14 more in matches won;
batting average of the team in these spans shifted from
36 to 43.

In

—I_he most talented batsman India has
seen is actually the greatest support
act in the history of Test cricket.
Sachin Tendulkar’s balance, timing
and placement have been the toast of
the cricket world for almost two
decades. Statistically, he is a bigger giant than any in the contemporary game.
At his best, no batsman in Test history has combined technical perfection,
aesthetic flourish and absolute bloody-minded domination as immaculately
as Tendulkar has. And yet, his team has mostly had him as the star
accompaniment, very rarely the leading act; seldom has his genius come in
and stamped its individuality while the game has still been open. Dravid and
Sehwag have been bigger match-winners than him in the 2000s. Laxman
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(2001) and Azharuddin (1993 & 94) have played the definitive match-winning
innings under pressure unlike Tendulkar (despite being lesser players than
him). Gavaskar’s influence has been very significant on Tendulkar — especially
the figure-conscious approach to cricketing achievements. In Gavaskar’s case,
his team gained from it (primarily because he was an opener) but with Tendulkar
there have been occasions when it has come in the way (the controversial 194*
declaration itself was a throwback to the Test before; there are other examples)
- replicating that mentality with an extra dollop of talent across different eras
and team ethos did not work out as well as it should have in theory. Tendulkar's
superior technical proficiency and hunger for runs would probably have made
him a great success as opener. It is a pity, then, that in the 1990s, when India
was struggling for an opening pair (when many talented middle-order players
either didn't get enough chances or were pushed up as openers to inevitably
fail), Tendulkar chose not to take on the challenge of opening (despite enormous
success as an ODI opener). Tendulkar is India's best ODI player and a huge
match-winner in that format. Often, his overwhelming achievements there
can spill over and cloud evaluations of him as a Test player. Still, Tendulkar's
contribution has been immense - be it in his substantial support performances
In matches won, or in the remarkable level he has maintained for 19 years
with scarcely a drop, or in the astonishingly consistent performances in different
conditions, especially in Australia - the strongest team of his era. His numbers
are the sort even fiction writers would hesitate to conjure up - they suggest
that he's a once in-several-generations player, which is fundamentally true.

N
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155* vs Australia, Chennai 1998.

The first Test of a much anticipated
series. Tendulkar and Warne at the
peak of their powers, Kumble, the
Waughs. India makes 257, Warne
gets 4. Australia makes 328, Kumble
gets 4. Sidhu and Dravid stabilise
India’s 2nd innings. Then Sidhu
decides to attack Warne he steps out
and hits him over his head repeatedly,
till his dismissal to the other spinner
- Robertson. His 64 with 10 fours and
a six sets up a fightback that is about

to reach new heights when Tendulkar
walks out at 115-2. Taking a cue from
Sidhu, Tendulkar attacks Warne
almost identically, but more
spectacularly, with more consistency
and power. And sheer, bloody-
minded domination. After one such
onslaught, captain Taylor asks Warne
— mate, what are we going to do next?
Warne replies, without looking him
in the eye — we're going to lose. The
match and the series is probably lost

N

at that instant, the rest is the world
catching on. Tendulkar’s unbeaten
155 (off 191 balls, 14 fours, 4 sixes)
powers India to 418-4 declared.
Australia is set the same target as the
famous Tied Test 12 years ago on the
same ground. But the psychological
impact of Tendulkar’s innings is
evident when Australia loses 3
wickets for 31 by close of play. The
next day is a formality.

136 vs Pakistan, Chennai 1999.

Yet another memorable Test at the
Indian venue that deserves it the most
— Chennai. 271 runs to win for India
in the fourth innings, time not a
factor. Can they begin well, like they'd
done in the first innings? No dice. 5-
1. 6-2. Tendulkar joins Dravid, with
Wagar Younis and Wasim Akram
breathing fire. After a few anxious
moments and some percentage
counter attacking from Tendulkar,
stumps is called. India is 40-2,
breathing again. Next morning,
Tendulkar takes charge but there
aren’t two of him at the crease. Soon
it is 50-3, then 73-4, then 82-5.
Wicketkeeper Mongia joins
Tendulkar. Saglain Mushtag, with 2
quick wickets, is a handful now. Just
46 runs in the first session. Tendulkar

finally cuts Saglain for four — the first
boundary in 111 balls. But still
watchful. 60-odd runs in the second
session, but no wickets. Third over
after tea— four boundaries off Saglain
—all on the leg-side. Next ball, looks
for the fifth, misses, stumping missed
too. Phew. Akram takes the new ball
— Mongia takes runs off him and
Wagar now. Tendulkar joins in. 33
runs in 5 overs after the new ball.
Saglain comes back on. Mongia lofts
him over mid-wicket for six. It’s his
50. Then he throws it away with a
loose shot off Akram — caught at mid-
off. 218 for 6. Still 53 required. No
problem. Now, Joshi hits Saglain for
six. But... Tendulkar is clutching his
back now, spasms. He wants to finish
it fast — two more fours off Saglain.

N

And then...going for a third, skies it
to long off. Akram takes it with glee.
254-7, 17 to go still, but the master is
gone. The entire crowd stands up and
claps. Tendulkar — 136 off 273 balls;
18 fours. But Tendulkar looks
disturbed. The intensity has gone up
manifold in Akram and his men. He
can clearly feel the shiftin
momentum. The next three wickets
fall for four runs. Pakistan wins by
12 runs. The Chennai crowd stands
up and claps again when the
Pakistanis do a victory lap. Tendulkar
cries in the dressing room. He would
probably sacrifice half his
international runs for twelve more in
this innings. If he could.
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103* vs England, Chennai 2008.

Set a target of 387 to win, India is
expected to defend on the fourth
afternoon. But Sehwag’s 68-ball 83
changes the match and collective
mindsets in two hours. At close, India
is 131 for Sehwag’s wicket (in just 29
overs), just 256 to get on the last day.
Tendulkar comes in early the next
day, at 141-2. Steel in his eyes,
purpose in his stride. Acutely aware
of the whispers about his lack of

matchwinning ability. Gambhir and
Laxman gift their wickets after being
well-set. 224-4. Out comes the only
other batsman whose natural talent
can be seen in the same league as
Tendulkar’s but who has repeatedly
underachieved — Yuvraj Singh. Not
this time. Slowly and surely, they inch
their way ahead — Tendulkar talking
to Yuvraj, calming him. Yuvraj settles,
gets comfortable. Tendulkar paces

himself. This kind of ease has only
one inevitable end. India wins by 6
wickets. Yuvraj (85* off 131 balls) has
fulfilled his dream of teaming up with
Tendulkar for a win. Tendulkar (103*
off 196 balls; 9 fours) has played an
elder statesman innings befitting his
stature. His hunger for these kinds
of results augurs well for Indian
cricket in 2009 and beyond.

N

119* vs England, Manchester 1990.

England, after dominating the entire
match, declare their 2nd innings at
320-4 setting India 408 to win. Awin
looks impossible in 90 overs, but can
they survive and not lose the series
in the second Test itself? Not a
chance, seems the answer at 109-4,
when that diminutive 17-year-old
walks out, playing his 9th Test. The
boy who doesn’t look like he’s begun
shaving yet but looked pretty good in
the first innings when he made 68.

But then, Azharuddin the captain’s
gone. 127-5. Kapil Dev walks out,
hammers 26 off 35 and promptly gets
bowled off Hemmings. If the boy is
bewildered at how his seniors are
playing, he sure hides it well.
Prabhakar walks out at 183-5. Two
and a half hours to go for India. Four
wickets to go for England. No contest,
surely. Malcolm, Fraser, Lewis,
Hemmings — all take turns, but the
boy just won’t budge. What’s more —

he’s scoring freely. Attractive
strokeplay too — the lad can play. And
that Prabhakar blighter at the other
end is not looking like getting out
either. Blast it. Nothing works. It’s
343-6. Prabhakar 67 not out. And
that boy — 119 not out. (off 189 balls,
17 fours). His first Test century. Oh
well, if he never makes another one,
at least he’s got something to
remember. Famous last thoughts.

N

114 vs Australia, Perth 1992.

Considered by many to be the greatest
Tendulkar innings; technically, it is
almost certainly up there. It's not top
of this list simply because the series
was lost 0-3 anyway, and there was
nothing at stake. Nor did this innings
do much to change the fortunes of
the match. Tendulkar came out to bat

at 69-2, after Australia had scored
346. At 100-2, the state of the game
seemed in the balance, and then — it
all went down the drain. 6 wickets
fell for 59 runs in a combination of
good bowling and indifferent batting.
When wicket-keeper More joined
Tendulkar, it all seemed a question

of time. The wicket was bouncy and
pacy, and appeared way beyond core
Indian competence to stem the flow.
And this fresh-faced 19-year-old then
began an assault that stunned the

Australian crowd and commenced

the love affair they would have with
him for the next decade and beyond.
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Most of his innings was on the back
foot, mainly square cuts and
suggested a cricketing brain far
beyond his years. He was out at 240

for 114 (off 161 balls, with 16 fours).
India was dismissed for 272 and it
was steadily downhill thereafter.
Australia piled up 367-6 and India

In

was knocked out for 141, to lose the
match by 300 runs, and the series O-
4.

HONOURABLE MENTION:
116 and 52 vs Australia, Melbourne 1999.

As per expectation Australia had
beaten India in the first Test with the
contest expected to hot up as India
found their feet in these conditions.
The hosts piled up 405 and had India
11-2 when Tendulkar walked in. Soon,
it was 31-3 and McGrath, Lee and
Fleming were rampant. The 77-run
stand that followed with Ganguly (31)
was the only real support Tendulkar
got right through the innings. Warne,

particularly, was greatly neutralised
by Tendulkar — he was just not
allowed to settle, reminiscent of their
clash in India a year and a half ago.
Wickets kept falling at the other end,
Tendulkar kept piling up the runs.
He took the score to 212 and was the
9th man out (116 off 191 balls, 9 fours,
1six). A gritty last wicket stand took
the score to 238. Australia declared
their second innings at 208-5 setting

In

India 376 to win. Or rather a day and
a session to survive. At 40-1 at close,
they may have had some hopes, even
though Ramesh was injured. But next
morning, wickets began to fall again.
Tendulkar’s responsible 52 (122 balls,
4 fours) was not enough as India was
dismissed for 195 losing by 180 runs.
A good example of Tendulkar’s
wasted performances in the 1990s.
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In 131 Test Matches, he took 434 wickets at 30 runs per
wicket. Away average 33.

He also scored 5248 runs at an average of 31. Away
average 26.

In winning matches, averaged 18 with the ball and 33
with the bat (24 matches).

He took 219 wickets in India ( 65 matches) at an average
of 26.

His bowling average vs West Indies (the best team of
his era) was 25 and in West Indies was 23 (best amongst
his averages against all countries).

Won 3 MoM awards in matches India won (total 8) but
also played in pre-MoM era for a bit.

Captained India in 34 matches (won 4, lost 7, drew 22,
tied 1) with a success percentage of 12. Averaged 32
with the bat and 26 with the ball as captain.

N

Kapil Dev is the most talented

cricketer India has ever produced.
Had he been a pure batsman, India
would probably have found a Sehwag
long back. He was that gifted with the
bat — whether it be the 129 runs he

made when his team was 31-6, or the 23 runs he made in 10 balls in a particularly
tense fourth innings chase to clinch the match, or the 4 consecutive sixes he
hit off Hemmings to avoid a follow on, or the 26 runs he struck in a low scoring
fourth innings chase when 41 was required — there are quite a few examples
of his genius exploding at the right time. The trouble was consistency and a
lack of mental application to something he probably just saw as an additional
skill. He was India’s premier bowler after all, for a decade and a half, never
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missing a single match due to injury at any stage. With more pace than any
Indian had mustered up consistently in its international history, and a world-
famous outswinger, he was the world record holder of maximum Test wickets
when he retired. On the flat tracks of India (which produced high scoring three
innings draws for a lot of the 1980s) he took 219 wickets with hardly any
consistent support at the other end (20 different partners at the other end).
Even abroad, despite the very few successes his team had, India was more
competitive than before purely because of his bowling presence at the top. And
yet, notwithstanding the many memorable moments provided by Kapil Dev
in his career, his achievements did not take his team to great heights overall
(in Tests). Even individually, he was not the most effective all-rounder of his
era amongst the four he was compared to. Imran and Botham had more
consistent batting results, Hadlee, Imran and Botham all had more bowling
moments of glory than him, especially when their teams won. On pure natural
talent, Kapil was probably more blessed than all three of them, but somewhere
the results didn’t add up. His big heart was perhaps not complemented well
by his overly cavalier spirit, which prevented the optimisation of his talents in
a team context. Despite all that he still was a very rare breed in Indian cricket
—aworld class all-rounder, the best the country ever produced. For that and
for the many pure unadulterated moments of joy he provided he will always
be amongst the most loved cricketers in Indian cricket history.
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84 and 11-146 vs Pakistan, Chennai 1979.

1-0 ahead in the second-last Test, so
India strengthened the batting and
went with just four bowlers in this
Test. They did a great job though and
dismissed Pakistan for 272 in the first
innings (Kapil Dev 4-90). Gavaskar
wore down the Pakistan bowling with

a quintessential 166 in almost ten
hours of batting. Kapil came in at
279-6 with the match very much in
the balance. His 84 (off 98 balls with
13 fours and 1 six) and Binny’s 42 (off
45 balls) hammered the tired bowling
to reduce them to rubble. India

N

reached 430 and was in charge. A
demoralised Pakistan then had to face
a charged-up Kapil who tore through
their defences to take 7-56. India
made the 76 runs required to win for
no loss and took the series 2-0.

130 runs and 8-168 vs England, Lord’s 1982.

In the series opener, England was in
trouble after choosing to bat first. 96-
4 they were, with Kapil Dev having
taken all four wickets. Even at 166-6,
very uncharacteristically, it looked
like a great beginning for India. Derek
Randall (127) along with Botham and
Edmonds fought back and took
England to 433. Botham, Willis and
Pringle then tore India apart for just
128. Only two batsmen reached
double figures — Gavaskar 48 and
Kapil Dev (41 — a responsible innings
off 69 balls with 4 fours). India

followed on and Vengsarkar played a
lone hand — a stirring innings of 157,
where he dominated the bowling till
he was out at 252. Kapil Dev walked
out at 252-6 with the match all but
over. This time there seemed little
point in being responsible — he cut
loose with complete abandon. In just
over an hour, with meagre support
from the tailenders, he hammered 89
off 55 balls with 13 fours and 3 sixes.
The spectacular assault was loudly
cheered by more than 50,000 English
supporters, secure in the belief that

none of this would have any outcome
on the match. Kapil was last out at
369 (he was on course for the fastest
hundred of all time), leaving England
just 65 to win. With just about 5 overs
till the close, it was all expected to be
a formality. But in 8 balls, a highly
charged Kapil Dev knocked over 3
English wickets to top off a
memorable day of Test cricket.
England was 23-3 at close but
knocked off the remaining runs the
next day without further loss.

N

84 runs and 6-84 vs England, Mumbai 1981.

A dodgy pitch with variable bounce
provided a strange start to the series.
India batted first and was 112-5 when
Kapil Dev walked out to replace the
highest scorer Gavaskar, just out for
55. In an hour, he and Kirti Azad had
added 52, out of which Kapil had

made 38 off 50 balls with 8 fours.

After dismissing the Indians for 179,
the English came back strongly with

95-1 when Dilip Doshi ran through
the innings and the innings
terminated at 166. Botham put the
Indians under the hammer in the
second innings and they were 138-6
when Kapil Dev came out to bat, just
151 ahead. Despite losing two more
wickets soon, Kapil played another
blinder of an innings, showing more
intent than any batsman had so far

in the match — highest-scoring with
46 (off 50 balls, 5 fours). England
was set 241 to win, but rolled over for
102 — Kapil Dev breaking their back
with 5-70, utilising his famed
outswingers. The next five Tests in
the series were quintessential 1980s
high scoring draws.
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5-23 vs Australia, Melbourne 1981.

An intensely fought gripping Test that
ended sensationally. After India’s
modest 237 (embellished by
Viswanath’s magnificent 114)
Australia had made 419. India came
back and fought hard — the openers
putting on 165 till captain Gavaskar
was wrongly given out (amongst
sensational circumstances when he
almost conceded the match in anger).
The others took the score to 324
setting Australia just 143 to win. Kapil

Dev and Yadav were injured and were
expected to take no further partin
the match. Ghavri and the spinner
Doshi opened proceedings for India,
going through the motions of a
formality. No one expected what was
to follow. The wicket had begun to
crack up and was behaving
unpredictably. In no time, Australia
was 18-3, and most debilitatingly
Greg Chappell bowled first ball
behind his legs by Ghavri. Australia

N

ended the day at 24-3, still expecting
to win, but a little shaken up. Next
day, in walked an injured Kapil Dev,
having taken injections to keep his
thigh injury at bay for a couple of
hours. He bowled unchanged, deadly
accurate and unwavering, and in a
little over two hours took 5-23 to
knock Australia out for 83. India
astonishingly won by 43 runs and
drew a series in Australia for the first
time.

9-83 vs West Indies, Ahmedabad 1983.

Captain Kapil Dev, brimming with
positivity (despite being 0-1 down),
strengthened his team’s bowling at
the cost of batting and opted to field
first on a newly laid pitch after
winning the toss. When West Indies
was 27-3, it looked good for India.
Despite occasional recoveries, even
190-8 would have been taken by the
Indians. But wicketkeeper Dujon
played one of his finest Test innings;
his 98 propelled West Indies to 281.
India started brilliantly — Gavaskar

made 40 of the first 50 runs in 9
overs, carrying on from the dazzling
form of his last Test. The opening
stand yielded 127 but both openers
were dismissed by 148. It was
pedestrian after that, as wickets kept
falling regularly. Kapil Dev came in
at 197-5 and tried to inject his urgency
—scoring 31 of the next 44 runs. But
he and India were both dismissed at
241. Sandhu got the first West Indian
wicket to fall, but thereafter it was
Kapil Dev all the way. He bowled

unchanged for 20 overs and took the
next 6 wickets to reduce West Indies
to 152-7 at the end of the third day.
The lower order added valuable runs
the next day, and set India 242 to
win. But India was soon 39-7 and the
match was pretty much over. West
Indies won by 138 runs eventually,
and went ahead 2-0 in the series
(which they eventually would win 3-
0).



HoldingWilley

E N Kapil DevV (978-1994)

HONOURABLE MENTION
129 vs South Africa, Port Elizabeth 1992.

Considered one of the great innings
by an Indian but does not make our
main list because of the match
situation. India go in to bat in the
second innings, 63 runs behind.
Donald and Schultz destroy the
Indian top order and reduce India to
31-6, the match pretty much over.
Kapil Dev stabilises the situation first,

despite an injured right hand. Then,
with the license to do what he likes
in this hopeless situation (not that
any situation ever stopped him from
doing what he liked) opens up and
produces a devastating counter-attack
reminiscent of his famous 175* in the
1983 World Cup (this time he came
in at 27-5). Combining powerful

drives with potent leg-side shots, he
takes the score to 215, when he is last
out for 129 (180 balls, 14 fours, 1 six).
South Africa score 155-1 and win
comfortably (the major difference
between this and that 175 innings).

N
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Bedi took 266 wickets in 67 Tests at an average of 29
(overseas average 34). Averaged 18 in winning Tests
(17) and 26 in winning Tests abroad (8).

Chandrasekhar took 242 wickets in 58 Tests at an
average of 30 (overseas average 33). Averaged 19 in
winning Tests (14) and 17 in winning Tests abroad (5).

Prasanna took 189 wickets in 49 Tests at an average of
30 (overseas average 34). Averaged 18 in winning Tests
(17) and 16 in winning Tests abroad (7).

The three came together in January 1967. Before that,
Prasanna had played 2 Tests in 1962 (then left to focus
on his Engineering degree full-time!) Chandrasekhar
had played 10 Tests between 1964 and 1966. Bedi played
just one Test in 1966.

Playing abroad, the average goes down to 37, though
in matches won abroad, it is 23.

Between them they had 40 five wicket hauls.

During their reign, India's bowling average as a team
was 32, significant considering this figure also supports
a weak seamer and 5th bowler.

In matches India won during the trio's reign, India's
bowling average is 21.

63% of the wickets India took in the period they played
together were taken by them. This comes to a stunning
13 out of every 20 wickets.

Bedi also captained India in 22 matches (won 6, lost 11,
drew 5), averaging 25 with the ball as captain (106
wickets).

Prasanna played his last match in October 1978
(Pakistan). Chandrasekhar and Bedi in July/ August
1979 (England).

espite some fine individual talent in its ranks (sometimes even world-class
ability), somehow Indian cricket teams were unable to perform consistently
in the first 39 years of their Test history. Occasional wins used to be followed
by heavy losses, and series wins were a rarity. It all changed in 1971 —when
India won its first away series in West Indies. Then, in England a few months
later. And again next year at home against England. Gavaskar and Viswanath
had established themselves in the batting and a posse of spinners in the bowling
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— Bedi, Chandrasekhar, Prasanna and
Venkatraghavan. With them India
broke convention and breached the
confines of traditional cricketing
wisdom - despite still having no fast
bowlers, they still became competitive
all around the world. Three of these
four would always play in the team
(Prasanna and Venkat — both being
off-spinners, usually inter-
changeable). Most of the great
moments in Indian cricket in 1970s
came because of the contributions
from the trio (more often the three
this piece is about). Bedi was the pivot
(with the combination changing shape
around him) — a classic leg spinner
with loop and flight, always attacking,
always looking for wickets. Prasanna had the same spirit but operated in the
opposite direction - a traditional off-spinner, who liked to beat batsmen in
flight, bowling them through the gate or taking a caught-and-bowled (he
actually looked down on getting batsmen caught at short leg). Chandrasekhar
was the enigma amongst them — from a polio-stricken right hand (with which
he couldn’t even throw) emanated pacy wrist spinners with a mind of their

N
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own — it is said even the bowler

was never sure what was coming

out next. Their constant

attacking also leaked runs

(which explains their relatively

un-awesome averages overall)

but together, this axis-of-guile

accounted for 620 wickets in the

12 years they played together

and gave Indian cricket a self-

respect that would resonate for

many years after them. Spin

bowling, in one fell swoop,

became synonymously

associated with India — for

decades thereafter. Their end

came strangely together too,

with its roots in the Pakistan

tour of 1978, when their batsmen led by Zaheer Abbas, used their feet and
attacked them consistently. Both Bedi and Chandrasekhar lost their confidence
and were pale shadows of themselves thereafter. Prasanna’s old-school ways
were thwarted by something even more interesting — the use of pads as a first
line of defence by the batsmen (the technique was just coming into the game)
— he just couldn’t adjust to it. lIronically, this Pakistan tour was also the debut

N
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series of India’s next great giant and its first pace bowling hero — Kapil Dev.
Sad too — the lack of support from a quality quick bowler had prevented the
trio from being bigger match-winners right through their career, especially
abroad. But in a way it added to their legend too — as the new ball was thrown
right through the 1970s to authentic pie-chuckers (like Gavaskar!) to bowl 2-
3 overs and quickly get the shine off, so that the artists could resume their
work thereafter. Never before, or since, has Indian cricket seen a bowling unit
such as this — achieving and celebrating together (each of them would usually
run to the other two gleefully at the fall of a wicket, rather than the captain or
the fielder). And never before, or since, has an Indian bowling attack redefined
parameters as to what a good score was against their team.

72 wickets in five tests at an average of 21 vs England,

India, 1972/73.

In those days India vs England was
fast setting itself up to be a contest
worthy of a novel. This series would
prove to be a very important chapter
of the book. Having beaten England
in England, India now played hosts,
looking to make it clear that the win
was not a fluke, a notion most
Englishmen seemed to take comfort
in. England took the first Test, and
appropriately, Eden Gardens, with
70,000 people in the stands, turned
out to be the setting for India’s
comeback in the second. With the
batsmen giving them a neither-here-
nor-there score of 210, the spinners
spun into action, bowling England
out for 174, with no batsman crossing

35. Chandra (5), Bedi (2) and Pras
(3) took all 10 wickets. In the second
innings India collapsed for 155 but
the trio muscled England out again,
bowling them out for 162, with Bedi
leading the charge and getting 5
wickets, taking their total to 19
wickets in the match - which was
more than then number of runs
scored by many of the batsmen. By
now, the spinners were clearly the
bosses in the bowling attack, coming
on from the fourth over itself. In the
next test, England tried to grab the
momentum by winning the toss and
batting first, but it was wrested right
back by the Indian spinners, who
brought them down to their knees at

110 for 7 before bowling them out for
242 When England came in to bat in
the second innings, the driver’s seat
was still within reach - they were only
76 runs behind. But the Indian
spinners were in too ruthless a mood
to allow any such comebacks, and ran
through the Englishmen again for
159, polishing off any attempts of
making a match of it. Prasanna took
centre-stage this time, the show-piece
item being a spell where he took 4
wickets for 6 runs. India went on to
draw the next two games, and thus,
the spinners had played the lead role
in completing a significant home-
and-away victory run over England.
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Chandra’s 6 for 38 vs England, the Oval 1971.

Chandrasekhar was responsible for
shifting the momentum and run of
play to land India one of its most
historic and celebrated moments in
the game - its first Test victory on
English soil. He was supported by
Venkat (2 wickets) and Bedi (1 wicket)
from the other end. Up until Chandra
took the ball and marked his run-up
to begin one of the best spells in the
history of the game, England looked
completely in control, and the game
looked ordinary, run of the mill.
England had batted well, scoring 355

in the first innings. Under clouds and
with raindrops settling in, England
took control, and bowled India out
to take a 71 run lead. Everything was
in readiness for England to come in,
set India a stiff target and walk away
with the honours, before Chandra
came in and blew the best laid plans
away. Despite the sluggish wicket,
Chandra used his pace and inherent
quirky style to completely ravage the
English line up with 6 wickets for 38
runs, bowling them out for just 101
(their third-lowest total in almost 30

years). Solkar took two classic catches
while Venkat softened the English up
at the other end. Bedi came on near
the end of the innings to bowl just
one over and picked up a wicket.
Noting that these heroics had
suddenly swung India from the
certainty of a regular defeat to the
doorstep of history, the batsmen dug
their feet in and saw a nervous chase
till the end, scoring the required 173
runs and ensured that we will still be
talking about this performance in this
tone today.

N

8 for 182 and 10 for 79 vs Australia, Delhi 19609.

In terms of drama if not competition,
Australia's tour to India in 1969-70
was the early ancestor of the great
India-Australia rivalry of this decade.
It had a great backdrop, not
completely dissimilar to the one that
the 2001 series was played in.
Australia were a strong, mighty unit
with the likes of Lawry, Walters and
Chappell in their ranks, they had just
beaten West Indies, while India were
the weaker side on paper, looking to
find their place in the higher echelons
of world cricket. It was also host to
the great battle between the strong

Aussie batsmen, and the Indian
spinners who were beginning to
establish themselves as a major force
in the game. It had stone pelting,
rioting and crowd trouble providing
spice to the story. This was also
Prasanna's day in the sun, with no
less than lan Chappell paying tribute
to his skill. The peak of all of this was
the 3rd Test in Delhi. Prasanna and
Bedi routed the Aussie batting but
Chappell stood tall in the ruins and
took them to 296. Australia took a
lead anyway, bowling India out for
223, and looked set to drive home the

advantage when Bedi and Prasanna
spun a whirlwind to knock them over.
Taking 5 wickets each, they bowled
Australia out for 107. The
shipwrecked batting line-up had 8
batsmen recording single figure
scores. India needed 181 to win from
then on, and Wadekar saw the team
home. In a series that Australia
dominated, Bedi and Prasanna were
responsible for providing moments
of even competition, and keeping the
contest alive till the end.
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Bedi and Chandra's 39 wickets at an average of 28 vs West
Indies, West Indies 1976.

In a series most famous for the 406/4
chase in Port of Spain, the significant
role played by the spinnersin
bringing India very close to drawing
the series is sometimes overlooked.
This series also saw the catalyst that
forged the Indian trio's direct rivals
for the tag of the strongest bowling
unit in the game's history, the West
Indian four pronged pace attack. The
West Indies were fielding a mighty
batting line up. Under the command
of Lloyd and Kallicharran stood

Richards, Lawrence Rowe and
Fredricks. West Indies took the lead
in the first Test, and then came a
generally overlooked match that
would have been feted and celebrated
had numerous chances not gone
down. Bedi took 8 wickets for 126
runs, and with support from Chandra
who contributed 4 wickets, had
almost beaten the West Indies when
they got out of jail with a draw.
Having secured a 161 run lead in the
first innings, India had their

N

opponents down to 215 for 8 before
running out of time. The next game
India won with the famous record
run chase, with Bedi and Chandra
playing a useful support act,
contributing 13 wickets. The insult of
the defeat famously spurred Lloyd on
to implement his all-pace-all-fire
strategy which the Indians could not
withstand in the final Test. The final
result was 2-1, and this became one
of the lesser known 'what could have
been' stories of Indian cricket.

65 wickets at an average of 26 vs Australia,

Australia 1977/78.

India's tour to Australia came with a
dramatic background. The cricket
establishment faced a threat from the
Packer circus, Australia was playing
a depleted side, and it was not sure
if the crowds would turn up. Very
important questions regarding where
the game would go from here would
be answered, in some ways, through
this series. But in a perfect instance
of everything falling into place, the
crowds and the players opened trade
with each other, the crowds turning
up in large numbers and offering their
support, and the players paying for
it with one brilliant, fantastic test

match after another. It was a big hit,
with serious credit going to India's
spin trio for keeping it competitive.
Australia did not have their first
choice XI, but they were still
competitive with many young names
such as Peter Toohey coming to the
fore. The first two matches were
thrillers that went down to the wire
before the Australians swung it their
way. Then Bedi, Chandra and Pras
stepped in and took complete charge,
taking a stunning 34 of the available
40 wickets in the next two games,
bowling Australia out once for 164
and once for 131, winning the games

and dragging the momentum right
back into India's side. The story got
the blockbuster finish it deserved in
the last test, as India chased 493 and
came agonizingly close at 445. The
series was lost but the honours were
almost even, which was not
something that could be said of many
of India's tours to Australia. This
series was one of the trio's final
appearances on the international
stage, and it was a fine way to open
the last lap.
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HONOURABLE MENTION:
10 for 329 and 18 for 264 vs West Indies, Calcutta

and Madras 1975.

India was playing one the world's
strongest teams at home and not
doing a great job of it. The West
Indies side was not yet the formidable
winning machine it became in the
next few years, but it was a very
powerful team, and had a 2-0 lead in
the series, having won both games
comprehensively. The Indian
spinners first helped arrest the slide
in Calcutta, and then level the series
in Madras with two major efforts that
beat back the West Indian forces. In
Calcutta, Madan Lal with the ball in
the first innings (4 wickets), and
Viswanath with the bat in both

innings (52 and 139) kept the game
alive, and set up an exciting finish
with a target of 310. After securing a
steady start, Llyod's men lunged at
the target, taking the attack to the
Indians and looking to blitz them
away with sheer aggression. But the
spinners managed to quell the storm,
and effected a middle order collapse
to end the chase at 224. India started
badly in the next game at Madras,
getting bowled out for 190. Buton a
helpful pitch with uneven bounce, the
Indian spinners were too strong even
for the mighty West Indian batting
line up. They bowled the West Indies

N

out for 192. Batting solidly in the
second innings, India set their
opponents 255 to win. Almost as if
working to a smooth, pre-arranged
pattern, with Bedi and
Chandrasekhar having taken
limelight in the previous test,
Prasanna took the lead here, adding
4 more wickets to his first innings
tally of 5. Between the three of them
they routed the West Indies, bowling
them out for 154, and drawing India
level at 2-2, although eventually India
did go on to lose 3-2.
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In 91 Test Matches, he averaged 42 (6080 runs).
Away average was 36.

Averaged 50 in matches won (20). 53 in matches won
abroad (6). Making him the biggest Indian match-
winning batsman of his time.

Won 1 MoM award in a match India won (2 in all). But
more than half his career was spent in a pre-MoM award
era. Would have easily got 4-5 more.

Made 14 centuries; his last Test hundred was his highest
Test score — 222 vs England. Interestingly, India never
lost a Test where Viswanath scored a century.

The only batsman besides Dravid on this list whose top
5 performances are in match-winning efforts.

N

I tis interesting how one of the most

evenly tempered cricketers
harmonised so many extremes on the
cricket field. He began his career with
O and 137. Widely acknowledged to
be India’s most talented batsman of
his generation, he had a mediocre

overseas average of 36. He played for an Indian team not known for winning
too many Tests, but was the biggest match-winning batsmen amidst them.
Despite being by far the most aesthetic player of his generation and always
appearing to play for entertainment (his and the spectators’), he was still the
one most likely to deliver during a crisis. Averaged 54 against West Indies —
the strongest team of his time, but just 39 against New Zealand — relatively
the weakest. He was very comfortable on the back foot off the fastest bowlers
(famous for his horizontal bat shots, especially the perfectly placed late cut)
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and equally adept at neutralising the spinner’s length with his nifty footwork.
Led India in just two Tests, but took perhaps the most memorable decision by
an Indian captain — recalling Bob Taylor when he was given out by the umpire
— the only time Viswanath ever questioned an umpire’s decision. He was
adventurous and supremely stylish with the bat in his hand, non-controversial
and affable without it, even on the field. They don’t make them like him

anymaore.

97* and 46 vs West

1-2 down in the Test series, India
needed to bat well in the first innings.
In the absence of Gavaskar (due to
injury), there was added
responsibility on Viswanath. When
he came out to bat at 24-2, things
looked ominous. Andy Roberts and
Julien were looking lethal on a pitch
that offered them assistance. Wickets
kept falling — at 30, 41, 74, 76 — it
looked hopeless, except for the way
Viswanath was counter-attacking
from the other end. His exquisite
square-cutting resulted in two fielders
at third-man. Anything on the leg
side would be flicked and anything

Indies, Madras 1975.

remotely over-pitched was cover-
driven delightfully. Two different
grades of cricket seemed to be on
view at both ends. Viswanath single-
handedly took the score to 190 and
remained undefeated on 97 — made
in less than four hours, with 14
memorable boundaries (the next
highest score was 19). His
performance lifted the team, and they
came back to dismiss West Indies for
192 (the three master spinners
sharing almost all the wickets). The
Indians started well in the second
outing but then lost their way again.
From 40-0 they crashed to 85-5, the

52 and 139 vs West

In just the match before the one
above, India was 0-2 behind (the last
one had been a humiliating innings
defeat), without Gavaskar, and on
course to lose the series at the half-

West Indian quicks looking deadly
again. Once again, it was Viswanath
who steadied the innings, this time
with Gaekwad, who played the best
innings of his career. They added 93
before Viswanath nicked one to the
keeper —a more sedate innings this
time — 46 in almost 4 hours, with 5
boundaries. Gaekwad went on to
make 80; India reached 256, and
dismissed West Indies for just 154 —
the three spinners causing havoc
amongst the West Indian batsman.

N

Indies, Calcutta 1974.

way stage. But from 23-2 when
Viswanath came out to bat, to 94-4
even when the Indian captain Pataudi
was dismissed, to 169 when
Viswanath’s innings of 52 was

terminated, to the 233 they finally
ended at, a stomach for a scrap
seemed to have returned in the
Indians. Madan Lal got 4-22 as West
Indies were then dismissed for 240.
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Viswanath walked out again at 42-2,
the match in the balance. With
Engineer (61) he steadied the innings,
and then took charge himself to take
the match beyond the West Indies.

With 23 boundaries in about 6 hours
he made 139, and a 91 run
partnership with Ghavri (27) buoyed
India to 316. Bedi-Chandrasekhar-
Prasanna took control in the fourth

N

112 vs West Indies,

India had been set an impossible 403
for victory. Gavaskar and Amarnath
had stabilised the innings and a draw
seemed possible. Viswanath walked
out at 177-2 when Gavaskar was
dismissed, and perhaps had other
things on his mind. Mohinder
Amarnath had dropped anchor and
refused to get out, but didn’t seem
very interested in scoring either. After
all, they were trying to save the match.

innings and dismissed West Indies
for 224. India won by 85 runs.

Port-of-Spain 1976.

But after some consolidating and
playing himself in, Viswanath decided
to change the script. West Indies had
taken the new ball and Holding
charged in, looking to get that one
breakthrough to crack open their
chances. Twice, Viswanath stood on
his toes and square cut to the point
boundary. It took the wind off
Holding and he was not the same
bowler after that in the match, which

N

went some way towards India’s
successful world-record chase.
Viswanath opened up after that and
piled on the runs effortlessly. He was
run out at 336 (for 112 in just three
and a half hours, with 15 boundaries)
but his initiative towards victory had
charged up the next man — Brijesh
Patel, who produced a quickfire 49
to take India to a classic triumph.

114 vs Australia, Melbourne 1981.

0-1 down in the series and in the last
Test, things didn't look good at 22-2
when Viswanath walked in to bat.
Lillee and Pascoe were smoking and
the end seemed nigh. At 91-4 and 115-
6, itactually looked like it had arrived.
But Viswanath was still there and this
was a serious crisis (which always
brought out his best) — the
Australians knew the innings may be
far from over. And so it proved to be.

Viswanath added 51 with Kirmani
(who made 25 — the second highest
score in the innings), then 26 with
Ghavri (who made precisely 0), then
40 with Yadav — before he was 9th
out at 230 (for 114 off 222 balls with
11 fours). India managed 7 more, but
Viswanath'’s extraordinary one-man
show had inspired the team once
again. Its manifestation had to wait
till the second innings though, when

124 and 31 vs West

There had been 3 high scoring drawn
affairs in this 6-Test series, which was
damaging for the game. As it is,
international interest in the series
was low because the first string West

after being 182 behind, Gavaskar and
Chauhan put on 165 for the first
wicket, the team managed 324, and
then dismissed the Australians on a
wearing pitch for 83 (Kapil Dev 5-23,
though not fully fit) to win by 59 runs.
For the first time in their cricket
history, India had not lost a series in
Australia.

N

Indies, Madras 1979.

Indian players were all missing
thanks to the Kerry Packer show. So,
for the fourth Test, a “result” pitch
was prepared. Only hitch — it suited
the West Indians much more than

the Indians. Fast and bouncy, in any
case India was one bowler short for
these conditions. Also, this was the
first time in 12 years that one of the
big 3 spinners wasn't playing for
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India. West Indies batted and thanks
to skipper Kallicharan’s superb 98

managed to put up 228. India was 11-
2 when Viswanath walked in. Clarke,
Philip and Holder were more than a
handful in these conditions but their
fielders let them down with 3 dropped
catches. Gaekwad and Kirmani got

24 and 33, but it was Viswanath who
held the innings together — counter-
attacking and stabilising in the same
motion. He was last out at 255 for a

brilliant 124 in almost 6 hours of
batting, with 17 fours. West Indies
was then knocked over for 151
(despite a top-class innings from
Larry Gomes of 91 —who would make
the first-strength side later). India
was 17-3 in a tension-fraught chase
of 125. The ball was whizzing around.
Viswanath stabilised the innings
again with 31 but was out at 74. Soon,
India was 84 for 6, with 41 runs
seeming like a mountain to climb. In

N

walked Kapil Dev, with a high fever
but the freedom to attack. Out went
the ball several times, as the West
Indians bowled too short and Kapil
slammed 26 in no time. India won by
3 wickets, and this would be the only
result Test of the series. This match
is a great example of how favourable
pitch conditions can make even lower
rated international bowlers major
threats.

HONOURABLE MENTION
83 and 79 vs New Zealand, Christchurch 1976.

1-0 up in the series, unfamiliar for
an Indian touring team. But in the
second match, New Zealand had
decided to play more to their
strengths, and prepared a green-top
wicket to suit their seamers. At 98-4,
the balance seems to have shifted,
but Viswanath steadied the innings
with Amarnath (45). They put on 98
valuable runs and right through the
partnership, Viswanath gave a
remarkable exhibition of shot
selection and judgement. When the
ball was in line with the stumps, he
just shouldered arms and the ball

would invariably go over the stumps.
The good length balls on the off were
left alone to go innocuously past the
off-stumps. When it was pitched up,
he drove flawlessly, when short, he
cut it immaculately. It was
remarkable judgement from someone
who never got these conditions to
practise in his part of the world — just
purely instinctive superior skill. He
had to draw out more in the second
innings as the Indian spinners were
rendered ineffective on this pitch
(Madan Lal and Amarnath got 9
wickets between them for almost 200

runs) and New Zealand got a lead of
133. But Gavaskar with 71 stabilised
the top order this time, and
Viswanath took care of the rest. His
79 in almost 3 <hours saved India and
kept the lead intact. But not for long,
as the seaming pitch in the next
match, coupled with the weather
conditions and the emergence of a
certain Richard Hadlee (11-58 in the
next match) led to a crashing innings
defeat for India and a drawn series.

N
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In 132 Test Matches, he averaged 30 (619 wickets).

Home average was 25 (350 wickets). Highest wicket-
taker in history in India.

Away average was 36 (38, excluding Bangladesh and
Zimbabwe).

Averaged 19 in matches won (43 matches). 22 in matches
won abroad (15).

Won 8 MoM awards in matches India won (10 in all, 9
in India).

Has no match-winning MoM outside India (only 1 in a
drawn match).

Has 35 innings of 5-wicket hauls (10 away) and 8
matches with 10 wickets (1 away).

Has a batting average of 18. Is no 20 on India’s highest
run tally list — 2506 runs. 1 century, 5 fifties.

N

No single individual has won more

Test matches in India than Anil
Kumble. Not for him the loop and lilt
of the wily wrist-spinner, but the
thrust and snarl of the aggro pacer.
His deliveries had more drive and
urgency than what is associated with

spin bowling, especially leg-spin. Kumble’s bowling (predominated by the
flipper) was akin to Chinese water torture and therefore more reminiscent of
medium pacers like McGrath and Pollock rather than fellow spinners Warne
and Muralitharan. Length and pace were his main weapons, and all the
variations that could be mustered up between these two. When a third variation
came into the mix, in the form of uneven bounce, Kumble was next to unplayable.
Many of the home pitches in the 1990s were prepared deliberately to provide
that external help and it reflected in the results. India was unbeatable at home,
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thanks primarily to Kumble. Gradually, international batsmen figured out that
treating him as a medium pacer led to better results. Kumble responded by
adding more variations in pace and flight, developing a googly and a leg spinner
that actually turned. Still, his best results continued to be in India; outside, the
pitches rarely obliged with the bite that made him a huge force. His mediocre
overseas results have always been the blot on his landscape, but as he himself
pointed out, he seldom bowled from a position of strength abroad — the batsmen
hardly ever put on big totals, there was rarely pressure on the opposing batsmen.
That changed somewhat after Ganguly became captain (though between 2001
and 2008 Kumble still averaged 34 in 39 away Tests) and manifested the most
in matches India won abroad (in the same period, his average in the 14 Tests
India won abroad was 22). Sadly, Kumble and Harbhajan Singh never became
a devastating duo as they logically should have — and both have suffered due
to that (and their team even more so). But still, the gap between home and
away performances notwithstanding, no Indian bowler has asked as many
guestions of the batsman as Kumble did. Or indeed, of the umpire.

4 for 75 and 10 for 74 vs Pakistan, Delhi
19909.

This was a follow up to the famous
Chennai test where Tendulkar’s epic
136 went in vain as India lost by 17
runs. 1-0 down in a 2 match series
and facing the very disturbing
prospect of losing at home to
Pakistan, India needed to win this
Test. They started accordingly,
scoring 252 in the first innings despite
Saglain’s five wicket haul, and

keeping Pakistan down to 172 with
Kumble running through the middle
order (4 for 75). India put up 339in
the second innings and Pakistan
found themselves looking at 420 to
win, but with the comfort of knowing
that a draw is enough to secure the
series. With Afridi and Anwar going
strong and putting up a comfortable
century partnership, Pakistan looked

certain to sail through. And then
Kumble stepped in to make the
previous 24 overs seem like they were
from a different game. A vicious
delivery that spat and bounced
claimed Afridi. ljaz got out off the
very next ball to set Kumble up for a
hat-trick. Inzamam denied Kumble
but the momentum had clearly
shifted. Before long Kumble sent
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Inzamam and Mohammad Yousuf
(then Yousuf Youhana) back, and
those watching realized that he had
just ran through the meat of the
Pakistani batting line up with
extraordinary ease. A semblance of
resistance followed but it was broken
quickly when Kumble got Moin Khan
and Saeed Anwar, and Pakistan was
down to 128 for 6. Somewhere around

this point, visions of 10 out of 10
began floating in peoples’ minds, but
they were hastily dismissed to guard
against jinxes of any sort. But it
looked like even the jinxes wanted to
see a fairy tale finish. Kumble took
Malik, Mushtag and Saglain to make
it 9. Srinath at the other end started
bowling wides, and it was now only
a matter of time. Appropriately

N

6 for 72 and 4 for

Playing a Sri Lankan team that was
rapidly rising in stature and skill, the
Indians found themselves facing the
wrong end of the gun. Murali had
spun webs around the Indian
batsmen to restrict them to 290.
Following that, Jayawardene and
Atapattu put Sri Lanka in the driver’s
seat with the score at 172 for 2 at
drinks and with 14 overs to go before
the end of day 2. As it turned out, 14

enough, the final nail in the coffin
was the wicket of Wasim Akram, the
captain of Pakistan, and Kumble
ended with 10 wickets in an innings.
The series was drawn, but Kumble
was not allowed to airlift the Delhi
wicket and carry it with him
everywhere he played.

overs were just enough for Kumble
to change the game. Within a span of
two overs, Kumble crippled the
Lankan innings, reducing them to 179
for 5, knocking over the backbone of
their batting in Jayawardene,
Samaraweera and Dilshan. He missed
a hat-trick but ensured that the Indian
dressing room would be a happy place
that night as he dismissed Atapattu
off the last ball of the day to bring the

N

7 for 48 and 6 for

In one of the biggest anti-climaxes
that the game has seen, Kumble
helped Sehwag set up a cracker of a
contest with a fantastic chase lined
up for the last day, before rain killed
it all. Australia came in bruised and
angry after 2001 and 2003-04,
swearing revenge and looking to
destroy this one last unconquered
kingdom in their reign as the top
ranked cricket team in the world.
They started off on a rampage,
beating India in the first Test. They
looked set to do it the second Test,
with Hayden, Katich, Langer and

85 vs Sri Lanka, Delhi 2005.

Lankans down to 198 for 6. The tail
was run over quickly the next
morning. Buoyed by the swing in
fortunes, the Indian batsmen scored
375 and set Lanka a target of 436 to
chase with more than a day and a half
to go. It was going to be a steep chase,
and Kumble ensured there would be
no records rewritten, taking four
more wickets to give India a win and
end with figures of 10 for 157.

Martyn giving them a solid start.
Kumble came in, and not for the first
time in his career, completely turned
around the run of play. In a vintage
Kumble performance he blew the
strongest batting side in the world
away taking 7 wickets for 48 runs,
flinging Australia down from the
heights of 189 for 2 to 235 all out. No
batsman beyond the top four went
past double figures. Sehwag stepped
in after that and in his inimitable
style, scored 155 to put India right on
top with a score of 376. A resurgent
Australian side cannot be held down

133 vs Australia, Chennai 2004.

so easily and they fought back. In an
engaging battle, Martyn (104 not out)
led the batsmen in a scrap with
Kumble, both fighting on an even
keel, and finished with honours even.
Kumble took 6 wickets but could not
keep Australia from reaching a
competitive 369 and a fantastic chase
was set up with India needing 229 to
win. They had scored 19 runs off 3
overs at the close of day 4, and then
there was no day 5, the match meeting
a soggy, undeserved end.
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3 for 98 and 7 for 63 vs Pakistan, Kolkata 2005.

The first test of the series being a
draw, both teams went in to this game
knowing that it held the insurance
against conceding a three match
series to the arch enemy. The match
so far had been played on a run-
loaded batting wicket. The first three
innings had all gone for more than or
close to 400 runs each, and staying
in the pattern, Pakistan were left to
chase 422 in a day and a half. On an
unyielding pitch, the only available
route to victory for the Indians rested

on the hope that Pakistan will crack
under pressure. Afridi, as usual,
worked in completely the opposite
way and looked to put the pressure
on the Indians instead. A blistering
run-a-ball 59 of 58 balls from him
took Pakistan to 93/1, but Kumble
put the brakes by getting Afridi in the
last over of day 4 and Younis Khan,
the centurion from the first innings,
as soon as play opened on day 5. The
game had changed, India was now in
the driver’s seat. A middle order filled

with the likes of Inzamam, Youhana
(or Mohammad Yousuf as he is
known now) and the gutsy Akmal was
run over by Kumble with help from
Balaji and Harbhajan Singh.
Eventually, Pakistan got bowled out
for 226, and Kumbile finished with 7-
63 and 10 in the match. An interesting
side-light is that Kumble batted no.
11 in both innings, remaining
unbeaten both times for 21 and 14.

N

32 and 9 for 146 vs England, Mohali 2006

India was playing an English side that
was stronger than it looked on paper,
and had been held to a draw in the
first Test. In the first innings Kumble
kept pegging away at the English
batsmen to end with 5 for 76 and keep
England to a competitive but not
imposing 300. When India came in
to bat, however, England suddenly
showed the spirit that had won them

the Ashes, and blew the Indian top
order away with the English total far
from being within reach. Kumble the
batsman to the rescue, then. He came
in when India was 229 for 6, and then
held on till the end to take India to
338, scoring a valuable 32. The match
was evenly poised, and would go to
the team who first seized the moment
and imposed itself on the game.

N

Kumble punched before England
could duck, and cleaned the top order
up to help bowl them out for 181 (4
for 70 in 29 overs). Now the match
was in India’s court; with Sehwag and
Dravid in top form, it was only a
matter of time before India scored
the 144 runs needed to win the match.

HONOURABLE MENTION
4 for 67 and 6 for 67 vs New Zealand,

India was facing a rarity- a top
strength New Zealand batting line-
up that had the likes of Fleming, Astle,
Cairns, Parore and McMillan. The
first match of the series was a draw,
but India looked like they had got the
half-nelson on the second, with the
Kiwis down to 130 for 6. But Parore,
Cairns and Nash led a fight back
which looked like it would give New
Zealand a serious advantage before
Kumble stepped in to do some
damage control, and got rid of Parore

(172/7) and Cairns (255/8) to keep
the Kiwis down to a manageable 256.
India went in to bat and took a 74 run
lead, which was a lot less than what
they would have liked when they were
243 for 2. The match was open again,
before Kumble stepped in again to
stop the eager Kiwis looking to make
the most of the unexpected gift. In
the last hour of day three, Kumble
produced a vicious spell which
snuffed out three of New Zealand’s
top order batsmen, reducing them to

Kanpur 1999.

17 for 3, and India went from being
uncertain about a win to speculating
how they might spend the 5th day if
the Test got over early. The next day,
the rest of the pack — Harbhajan and
Joshi, helped Kumble clean up the
rest of the batting and ensure that
this time there was no rearguard
action. New Zealand was bowled out
for 155, and Kumble finished with
match figures of 10 for 134.
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In 44 Tests, he took 162 wickets at 32 runs per wicket.
Away average 42.

He made 5 centuries and 6 half-centuries in his tally of
2109 Test runs at an average of 31. Away average 30.

In winning matches, averaged 113 with the bat and 13
with the ball (5 matches).

In matches India lost, his bowling average was 37 .

Opened the batting in 40 of his 72 innings. Averaged 41.
Scored all his 5 hundreds (and 4 half-centuries) here.

In England, averaged 40 with the bat and 34 with the
ball (6 Tests).

Captained India in 6 matches (lost 1, drew 5). Averaged
9 with the bat and 31 with the ball as captain.

In his first class career (1935-1962), in 233 matches,
averaged 35 with the bat and 25 with the ball.

In

I:or a man who batted in every
position from no.1 to no. 11, Vinoo
Mankad was incredibly sure about
his game. Decades later, two great
players would echo his playing style
in different ways— Kapil Dev and
Sehwag. Like Kapil Dev, Mankad was a great all-rounder, capable of holding
his place in the side with either bat or ball. Like Sehwag, Mankad opened the
innings (often with a bang) and bowled spin. Unlike Sehwag, Mankad was one
of the great (left arm) slow bowlers of his time. Unlike Kapil, concentration
and defence were Mankad’s strengths as a batsman. But most significantly
like both, he was a great natural talent who could change matches single-
handedly. He came into international cricket after the War with a fearsome
reputation built on his performances against touring English teams (batting
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average 63, bowling average 15 in a set of unofficial tests in 1937-38). A fifty
in his first Test and a five wicket haul in the second (in England) established
him firmly in the Indian side. A century in Australia in just his sixth Test
(against Lindwall and Miller) marked him out as a special talent. There were
many sparkling performances but the most staggering ones were where India
won (just 5 in his entire career) — he dominated superhumanly with both bat
and ball (averaging 113 and 13 respectively). As a confident natural talent he
was fearless in his approach and in his very first tour of Australia became
famous for running the non-striker out for backing up — the dismissal would
be christened after him (‘Mankaded’). Deemed unsporting by many at that
time, Mankad still had Bradman supporting his decision. Despite so much
going for him, Mankad’s overall career record does not take him to stratospheric
heights. He was perhaps unfortunate (like Kapil Dev later) to be a main wicket-
taker and also the stock bowler — and therefore over-used. As a batsman,
despite having proven attacking credentials, sometimes he got overly defensive
and bogged down. The politics and intrigues that plagued Indian cricket teams
in the past must have also had its part to play, despite Mankad being amongst
the strongest personalities in the team. His averages of 29 and 42 with bat and
ball in losing matches also dispel the “lone hand” angle. But all said, it is rare
to have cricketers with dual talents of such high standards with such expression.
For that itself, Mankad remains an all-time great.
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256 runs and 5 wickets vs England, Lord’s 1952.

One of Mankad's most noteworthy
features was his habit of transforming
himself into 11 players at once, or so
it seemed. India hadn't ever won a
Test before, so doing it while playing
away against a strong English team
at Lord’s seemed like something you
wouldn't want to put your life’s
savings on. But apparently, Mankad
didn't know that. Batting first, he
started forcefully, in a Sehwag-like

fashion, hitting a straight six over the
bowlers head within the first 30
minutes of the game. He scored a
powerful 74 and was the first man
out at 106 (again very Sehwag-like).
India was soon all out, for 235.
Unperturbed, he came in to bowl, and
bowled a dogged spell of 73 overs for
5 wickets at under 3 an over. England
still got a 300 plus lead. Now, perhaps
even more charged up (there is little

N

explanation otherwise), Mankad
came in and scored 184 in an innings
where the next highest was 49. He
was third out at 270 (184 in four and
a half hours of batting, with 19 fours
and a six) but India could add only
108 runs more. It was, of course, not
enough and India lost. Still, this is
the greatest all-round performance
by any Indian till date.

12 for 108 vs England, Madras 1952.

Most firsts have to be qualified; first
win against x team at home, first win
in y conditions, and so on. The really
special firsts are those that need no
such qualification, and are deeply
significant with no ‘conditions apply’
tag. On that count, it probably does
not get more special than your
country's first Test victory ever.
England came in 1-0 up, and India
went in with half the side dropped.

Whether it was complacence or plain
incompetence is not clear, but it was
a match in which England just folded
up. The visitors started well reaching
71 for 1 before Mankad stepped in
and proceeded to ambush the
Englishmen, bowling them out for
266 (Mankad 8-55 in 39 overs on a
unhelpful pitch), his bowling
inspiring the fielders to do better than
ever before. Buoyed by this collapse,

the Indian batsmen stepped up and
put up a lead of 191. The pitch was
wearing, and this time Mankad got
much more help than in the first
innings, as did Ghulam Ahmed;
together they snared 4 each, and
England were dismissed for 183. India
won its first test after 24 games (by
an innings!). Just out of curiosity,
how many are Bangladesh at?

N

223 and 4-86 vs New Zealand, Bombay 1955.

This Mankad knock was perhaps
overshadowed by its more glamorous,
record-breaking cousin 2 weeks later,
but remains one of the most
understated yet forceful instances of
one man setting the tone of a game
by his own force. Opening the batting,
Mankad dominated the bowling as if
it were a school game to score 223.
On the other end, there was a

completely different match going on,
against a different side on a different
wicket. As Mankad took India to 421,
his team-mates floundered and
fumbled, with the second highest
score of the innings being 63. Single-
handedly, Mankad put India almost
completely out of the reach of the
Kiwis. From then on, perhaps
inspired by his heroics, the bowlers

decided to turn up for the game after
all, and bowled New Zealand out for
258 and 136 (Mankad himself taking
4-86) to give India a massive win by
an innings and 27 runs. Again, it is
difficult to not draw comparisons with
Sehwag and his 201 against Sri Lanka
53 years later.



HoldingWilley

E°8 VVinoo Mankad (9451959

13 for 131 vs Pakistan, Delhi, 1952.

India was facing the old enemy, or in
this case, the new enemy. Pakistan
had just been given Test status, and
was playing its first Test. And it
turned to be a test in every sense of
the word. The Pakistani team wasn't
a weak one - they had the likes of
Hanif Mohammad, AH Kardar and
Fazal Mahmood who were
internationally recognized players

having displayed their wares for
various different teams at different
points in time. Looking to overcome
India's 372, Pakistan got off to a good
start when they reached 64 for no
loss. From then on came a derailment
that would leave its echo for many
decades to come. Mankad came in
with his slow left arm spin bowling
and proceeded to destroy the

231 and 4 for 65 vs

If this had been a list of cricketers
with the most vociferous appetite for
cricketing success, Mankad would no
doubt have ranked higher. Having
ravaged New Zealand a few days back
(with 223 and 4 wickets), he
proceeded to try and put the fear of
God in them by thrashing them all
over again. India won the toss and
chose to bat...and bat, and bat, and
bat. Together with Pankaj Roy,
Mankad put up an incredible 413 run

Pakistanis single-handedly — 8-52 in
47 overs! They were dismissed for
150 and had to follow on. The
psychologically jarring prospect of
facing another round of such wizardry
in their first Test was perhaps too
much for the Pakistanis, who folded
up for 152 in their second. Mankad
took 5-79 this time, allowing his team-
mates to get a share of the spoils too.

N

New Zealand, Madras, 1956.

opening partnership, till Roy finally
fell. This was a record that stood for
nearly half a century before it took
another insatiable run glutton,
Graeme Smith, to come along and
play a part in cracking it. Declaring
at 537 for 3 (Mankad 231 in almost 9
hours of batting; the highest
individual innings score by an Indian
at that time — ironically, this would
also be Mankad'’s last 50-plus innings
for India), Mankad stood back and

let others have a bit of fun, as Gupte
and gang bowled New Zealand out
for 209. But you obviously could not
keep Mankad out of the action for too
long, as he came back when New
Zealand followed on and took 4 top
order wickets for 65 runs, leaving a
bruised and battered New Zealand
wondering if international cricket
really was worth all this trouble?

N

HONOURABLE MENTION
116 (and 4 wickets) vs Australia, Melbourne 1948.

Mankad’s 6th Test overall and first
tour of Australia —who are 1-0 up
before the third test. Australia bat
first and put on 394 (Bradman’s 132
leading the way; Mankad 4-135).
Mankad opens the batting with
Sarwate and they put on 124 for the
opening wicket, keeping Lindwall,
Miller and Johnston at bay. But a
familiar collapse ensues and Mankad
himself is fifth out at 198 but not

before completing the first century
by an Indian in Australia (a
magnificent 116 off 187 balls; 13
fours). India manage 262-6 till close
on the third day. It rains overnight,
and the pitch is difficult to bat on the
next day. Lala Amarnath, the Indian
captain, declares at 291-9 so that he
can have a shot at the Australians
before the wicket dries up. Bradman
sends his tail-enders to bat first and

Australia is soon 32-4 when Bradman
joins Morris. But the pitch gradually
dries up and the match completely
changes character. They put on 223
runs in just three hours, Bradman
scoring his second hundred, and
declare. India collapse for 125 and
lose by 233 runs. Status quo reigns.
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Averages 44 in 102 Tests (6446 runs).
Away average is 43.

Averages 49 in matches won (35). 49 in matches won
abroad too (15).

Has won 2 MoM awards in matches India has won (3
won in all).

Average against Australia is 55. In Australia 54 (the
strongest team of his era).

Batting strike rate is 49.

Made single figures scores in just 16% of his 169 innings
which is the lowest rate on this list. However, he has the
highest rate of scores of 25 and below (51%), which
suggests a wasteful throwing away of starts.

N

At the end of his career, VVS Laxman

might look back and think he has
under-achieved. For someone as
naturally gifted as him and with no
obvious weakness (like the short-
pitched ball) he should have been
higher on this list. Still, his

performances against the best team of his era (including a couple of unforgettable
innings played under severe pressure) assure him immortality and suggest a
warming up to the highest challenges. For someone who batted from no. 1 to
no. 8 in the batting order through his career, he probably was somewhat
unfortunate in not inhabiting the no. 3 batting position more often than he
did (just 32 of his 169 innings) because it is here that he seemed to belong
more than anywhere else (interestingly, his strike rate at no. 3 and no. 4 are
higher than in any other batting position). He has played more than a few
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innings under pressure and often delivered runs when his team has needed
them the most. His propensity to get himself out despite getting a start (as the
stats show, he got them more often than most) is the major black mark in his
career —which can still change course. On the talent stakes, many rate Laxman
alongside Tendulkar; it is a pity he doesn’t have the latter’s hunger for runs.
The other significant aspect of his batting is aesthetics — Laxman’s wrist-
propelled artistry, which gives him the flexibility to hit the ball in any part of
the ground regardless of its original direction. And make bowlers wonder if
the laws of Geometry apply to him.

281 vs Australia, Kolkata 2001.

The greatest Test innings played by
an Indian batsman. Australia had
won 16 tests in a row (a world record)
including the first one in Mumbai. In
this, the second of a three test series,
the Aussies had scored 445, dismissed
the Indians for 171 and reduced them
to 52 for 1 as they followed on, on the
third day. In walked VVS Laxman at
no. 3, replacing Rahul Dravid at this
position who seemed in poor form.

He couldn’t have known then that he
would bat for over ten hours,
including the entire fourth day,
scoring 281 at a strike rate of 62 with
44 boundaries. He couldn’t have
known that his ally would be the very
man he had replaced and he certainly
couldn’t have known that his captain
Ganguly would have the audacity of
thinking of victory at the end of the
next day’s play. And he wouldn’'t have

known that Harbhajan Singh and
Sachin Tendulkar would be the ones
to bowl India to its greatest Test
victory just two afternoons later and
Indian cricket would never be the
same. No, when he took guard in the
17th over of that innings (with 161
still to go, as it turned out), he was
no doubt just thinking of the next
ball.

N

69* and 74 vs West Indies, Port-of-Spain 2002.

India’s first Test victory in the West
Indies in 32 years and Laxman was
MoM with two classy knocks.
Tendulkar (117) and Dravid (68) gave
him company in the first innings
whilst he produced an unbeaten 69
(with 11 fours). In the second innings,

India was 56-4 when Ganguly (75*
off 227 balls) and Laxman (74 off 157
balls) put on 149 and changed the
match. The bowlers shared the
wickets fairly evenly and together
Ganguly’s team produced its first
overseas match triumph. Laxman’s

consistency here in critical situations
is a great pointer to what he could
have done on a regular basis for India,
but sadly didn’t.
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148 vs Australia, Adelaide 2003.

First test a draw. Second test —
Australia score 556 and reduce India
to 85 for 4. VVS Laxman comes out
to join Rahul Dravid. And lightening
strikes twice. Two and a half years
after their epic partnership in Kolkata,
they do it again, only their roles are

reversed this time. They bat together
for 5 and a half hours, Laxman scores
148 in 282 balls, Dravid a classic 233
and they add 303. The Australian

crowd generously applaud his unique
wrist-play as he repeatedly plays off-
stump balls to mid-wicket and cover-

drives inside out from the leg at times.
More surprises are to follow as
Australia loses eventually, but this
Dravid-Laxman encore remains the
most celebrated one in Indian cricket.

N

69 vs Australia, Mumbai 2004.

India, dismissed for 104 in the first
innings and trailing by 99 in this low
scoring match on a viciously turning
pitch, is 14-2 in the second innings.
Tendulkar has just joined Laxman;
the crowd dismayed at a possible 3-
O series defeat, is low-key. How do
they get out of this hole? Then after
a quiet period - Laxman starts a
stunning counter-attack and

Tendulkar takes over. Eventually,
maybe just 91 in 26 overs but in the
context of the match, it makes
everyone wonder where this spirit
was in the series that had just gone
by. Brilliant skill on show, fearlessly
taking chances that all seem to be
coming off. Then - Tendulkar gets out
at 105 (with the lead just 6) but
Laxman bats on for almost 50 runs

more, taking control. Astonishingly,
the 107 lead India garner by the end
is enough as Australia is shot out for
93, inexplicably, regardless of the
state of the pitch. That surge of
adrenalin from India’s two most
naturally gifted batsmen perhaps
turned the tide irreversibly.

N

104* and 67* vs New Zealand, Mohali 2003.

The second match in that thoughtless
oddity — the 2-Test series. Still 0-0.
New Zealand won the toss and piled
up their highest ever overseas score
after batting for two and a half days
— 630-6. But Sehwag showed no signs
of being tired as he hammered a
rapidfire 128* with India 203 for 1 at
the end of the 3rd day. Foregone
conclusion on a dead track? Not quite.
Next morning, the Kiwis fought back
with 2 quick wickets. Laxman came
in at 218-3 and stabilised things with
Tendulkar who finally departed at

330 for 55. A well-set Laxman went
about trying to get to the 101 needed
to avoid the follow-on, and he was in
a different mode than usual —
watchful and cautious. Unfortunately,
he got little support at the other end.
Wickets kept falling regularly, and
even his assured hand fell 6 runs short
—with him unbeaten on 104 (at a very
unusual strike rate of 40 for him).
Out came India again and within an
hour lost Sehwag, Dravid and
Tendulkar as Tuffy turned unlikely
tormentor. 18-3 when Laxman

walked in after just about an hour’s
break from the middle. With Chopra
he laid anchor, very
uncharacteristically curbing his
strokeplay for the second time in the
match. His unbeaten 67 at an
emphatically atypical strike rate of
37 saved his team some serious
blushes and a highly demoralising
series defeat before a tour of Australia
(which may not have turned out quite
as memorable as it did if they'd lost
their confidence here).
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HONOURABLE MENTION
167 vs Australia, Sydney 2000.

Laxman’s most spectacular innings
doesn’t make the main list simply
because it had little match
significance. India were 0-2 down
and in the last test were coming out
to bat in the second innings, trailing
by 402. As VVS Laxman, the
makeshift opener, walked out to take
the first ball of the innings, he was
thinking of his career that was about
to end. He was convinced he wouldn’t
play for India after this; he had failed
too many times and despite the

obvious evidence that he wasn't suited
to open, he wasn’t being fitted in the
middle-order where he belonged. So,
he decided to just cut loose and hope
for some kind of catharsis perhaps —
a short-term balm for the bitter
disappointment he felt at his Test
career terminating (after just 17
Tests). What followed was as
magnificent as it was unlikely. Shot
after shot sped to the boundary, while
wickets kept falling at the other end.
It didn't matter if it was McGrath,

N

Fleming, Lee or Warne, this was VVS
Laxman’s day. He was 8th out for 167
off 198 balls. India was all out for 261
(in just 58 overs), and Laxman had
hit more boundaries in the innings
(27) than anyone had scored runs
(the next highest score was 25). India
still lost by an innings and then some
but VVS Laxman had finally
established himself — one of the best
things that ever happened to Indian
cricket.
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In 113 Test Matches, he averages 42.
Away average is also 42.

Averages 65 in England and 50 in Pakistan, but only 36
in Australia.

Averages 52 in matches won abroad, 47 in matches won
overall.

Has a 43% winning record as captain (highest among
Indians), and led India to Test match wins in Australia,
England, West Indies, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, though
he couldn’t win the series.

Has been peppered with numerous disciplinary issues,
allegations of high-handedness and favouritism.

N

S ourav Ganguly was the cricketer
India always needed but never
realized how badly. He brought
everything that Indian cricket had
always been alien to - arrogance,
behavioural aggression, the audacity
to rub the traditional powers up the
wrong way - and moulded it to forge a passionate, fierce and feisty new era
for Indian cricket. Folklore, stories and discussions have always highlighted
his weakness against the short ball and pace bowling, but seldom do they speak
of the bloody-mindedness with which he overcame these problems (proof: an
away average of 42). As a captain Ganguly was blessed to have Tendulkar,
Dravid and Laxman in prime form, but as a batsman he was perhaps a touch
unlucky to always be seen in the shadow of these greats and be noted more
than once as being the weakest link of the 'fab four'. Suffice to say that had he
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played in any other era, he would have been recognized as a greater Test
batsman than he is now. One of Ganguly's least noticed traits was his ability
to drown all the inadequacies and allegations in and around him in a sea of
indifference, and produce a moment of magic from nowhere. For all his spunk,
though, as a Test batsman he was at best 'very good', and perhaps never 'great’.
He undid a lot of the good work he did as captain towards the end of his reign,
which touched rock bottom when he backed out on the morning of the Test
against Australia on account of an unfriendly pitch in Nagpur, leading to a
series defeat. While many of the stories regarding his politics-play are wildly
exaggerated (Greg Chappell notwithstanding), it can’t be argued that there
was a grain of truth in the allegation. For all that, though, he deserves credit
for the tremendous mental strength he showed in not just regaining his place
in the side, but also following that up with perhaps his two best years with the
bat. His high ranking, however, is also because he taught India to snarl and
bite back when bitten, like no one else did. In him lie the roots of the brash
and brave new face of Indian cricket that the likes of Gambhir, Dhoni, Harbhajan,

Ishant, Yuvraj and Zaheer brandish.

144 vs Australia, Brisbane 2003.

For nearly a century, touring Australia
came with a baggage for India, and a
dreaded pattern of 'we came, we bent
over backwards, we got whipped, we
went back'. The trend was expected
to continue. After Australia put up
329, India had collapsed to 62 for 3
with Tendulkar and Dravid gone.
Ganguly arrived at the crease, painted
as a bruised, battered victim of chin
music even before a ball had been
bowled. The Aussies (players, crowds
and media) had not forgotten the

petulance he showed in snapping
back at the Aussie sledging in 2001,
and the knives were ready. However,
over the next five sessions of play,
with rain and thunder providing a
dramatic backdrop, Ganguly set about
turning a 70-year load of history and
run of momentum on its head. He
started at just 62, and by the time he
and his little band including Chopra,
Laxman and Patel were done, India
had actually taken a lead against
Australia in Australia. It was almost

surreal as in the span of few sessions,
India went from being at the edge of
slipping down the regular route of
spineless subjugation and humiliation
to actually taking a lead, scoring the
first punch and winning the first
round. India ended up drawing the
match, and taking the moral honours,
for once. It set the tone for the series,
very memorably.
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87 vs South Africa, Kanpur 2008.

After getting slaughtered in the 2nd
Test by an innings, a shell-shocked
India came to the last Test at Kanpur
hoping for some home advantage.
The attack South Africa fielded in this
game was the same as the one that
wrecked the Australians in their
backyard recently, which is being
touted as being the best in world
cricket - Steyn, Ntini, Morne Morkel
and Paul Harris. The curators served
up a wicket that seemed programmed
to put the spoilt rich kids that are
modern batsmen through a military
training school. South Africa batted
first, and India kept them to 264. Too
much on this wicket? India went

down to 35 for 2 - South Africa had
lost their second at 152. Ganguly
stepped in fighting the quicks, the
pitch, and the run of play. The dodgy
pitch he handled with care and
precision. Strategic brilliance was
never the primary quality he was
known for, but he showed it here,
rotating the strike, taking 53 of his
87 runs in singles, exposing the
bowlers to the right-left combination.
Runs were difficult to come by, and
runs it would be which reduced the
pressure, so he targeted the lone thing
that was right up his alley in this
battery of speed-demons - a left arm
spinner. Once Laxman left Ganguly

N

played on with Yuvraj, Dhoni and the
tail and was the 9th wicket to fall (87
off 119 balls; 9 fours, 1 six), having
safely taken India 14 runs clear of
South Africa's score. With heroics
from the last wicket pair, India took
a lead of 60, and bowled South Africa
out for 121 to set up a comfortable
fourth innings chase of 62. Four years
ago, served up with a similar pitch,
Ganguly had sulked like a kid and
abandoned the game. This time
though, he took it like a man and
tamed the demons in the pitch, and
in his head.

98* vs Sri Lanka, Kandy 2001.

Not for the first time, Ganguly came
into this series with the chips down
and with few straws to clutch at. India
was fielding an injury-ravaged side
with Tendulkar missing out on a Test
match for one of the few times in his
career. They had been beaten
comprehensively in the first Test, the
Lankans were cocky as ever at home
and had momentum going their way.
Ganguly's captaincy still had
believers, but his batting as captain
was under fire from all corners. He
hadn't scored a fifty in over 13 innings,
and averaged 26 as captain. Under
these circumstances, India started

brightly, keeping Lanka down to 274.
In keeping with recent trend, India
collapsed rapidly to 154 for 6 before
some wild hitting by Harbhajan (44)
took them to 232. Zaheer continued
to be bullish, bowling his heart out
to pick 4 wickets while the old horse
Venkatesh Prasad took the tail to
claim five. 262 to win, the game was
close enough for India to do their by
now regular routine of putting up an
entertaining humdinger but losing it
anyway. However, Ganguly was to
have none of it. Along with Dravid he
set about carving one of the best
fourth innings partnerships in the

75 vs West Indies, Port of Spain 2002.

By the time this series came along
two reputations had set themselves
firmly into the psyche of the cricketing
fraternity - That India lacked the

history of Indian cricket, taking India
from 103 to 194. The other bowlers
slowly fell away, and Murali’s endless
tweaks, turns and twists came to
nought. Reversing the fortunes,
Ganguly, with Dravid, provided an
anti-climatic, clinical, easy win to the
Indians which left the full house in
Kandy disappointed, but several in
India happy. He finished on 98 not
out, having constructed a fortress of
an innings that Murali with his great
guile could not breach in his own
backyard.

N

much-abused 'killer instinct' to finish
off games when on top, and that
Saurav Ganguly, for all his off-side
majesty, was vulnerable against quick,

short bowling especially when the
team was in a tight spot. Within 8
days of the series, Ganguly found both
these allegations staring him in the
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eye and throwing down the gauntlet.
Having drawn the first Test, India
took a 94 run lead run in the first
innings of the second test on a pitch
where 94 was worth a little more than
its face value. Looking to seal the
matter in the second innings, India
collapsed, somewhat typically, from
54 for 1 to 56 for 4. Tendulkar and
Dravid gone, Ganguly came in with
several hushed 'l told you so...'s

ringing in the background. As a run-
up he had a sorry string of scores
which read 1, 30, 14, 30, 42, 4, 5,16,
0, 5 and 25. From then on, Ganguly
set about turning the momentum and
indeed, a historically acquired habit,
on its head. The attack wasn't one
that would make you keep an
ambulance handy, but the wicket
helped bring alive all the ghosts that
were said to haunt Ganguly - pace &

N

awkward bounce commanded by a
four-pronged pace attack. Laxman
chipped in with 74 but left. Ganguly
carried on and remained unbeaten
on 75, with the next highest score
aside of Laxman's being 36. The
target of 313 was too much for the
West Indians on that wicket, and
against an inspired Indian fast
bowling line up, they folded up for
275.

51* and 25 vs South Africa, Johannesburg 2006.

Ganguly had spent a long time in the
wilderness, shunned from
international cricket in humiliating
fashion. He made his comeback in
the most difficult setup imaginable -
amidst plenty of doubters, playing
abroad in seamer-friendly conditions,
against a strong South Africa
featuring Ntini, Styn, Pollock and Nel,
and with many of his own
countrymen willing him to fail.
Tendulkar had taken India up from

a 'disastrous start' to a ‘shaky
situation’. But when Ganguly came
in at 110 for 4, India was still on the
wrong end of the cliff, with plenty of
work to be done to get up on top. He
was greeted with a Nel snorter that
smashed into his left shoulder. But
shrugging that, the enormous
pressure and the fact that the rest of
the batsmen were rapidly fading
away, he built his innings with the
tail, taking India to 249. The slide

was arrested, and the momentum was
grabbed. Sreesanth then swung into
the act (no pun intended) and in a
whirlwind spell blew South Africa
away for 84. When things looked a
little shaky in the second innings,
Ganguly chipped in with a handy 25
to support Laxman's 73. Set 402 in
those pre-Smith-led 380+ chases, it
was only a matter of time before India
got home.

N

HONOURABLE MENTION
131 vs England, Lord’s 1996.

Itis an interesting coincidence that
in Dickie Bird’s last Test was sown
the seeds of the ‘Fab Four’, and
indeed, those of the man who five
years later would drag in India’s new
era. Whispers that originated four
years ago came back - the spoilt brat,
the prince, why was Ganguly picked?
On winning the toss, surprisingly and
perhaps bravely, Azhar put England
in, and had them tottering at 110 for
five. The previous games had seen
India lose to county sides, and to
England itself. But hopes of levelling
the series took a blow when Jack

Russell of all people scored a hundred
to take England to 344. At 59 for 2,
India looked dodgy. Not in danger
yet, but definitely dodgy. Ganguly
walked in knowing that those who
knew his history didn’t want him to
succeed, and those who didn’t know
didn’t care. And then he unleashed
those impossibly beautiful,
indescribably graceful off-side drives
whose charm even his harshest critic
could not deny. And there began the
great love-hate relationship between
Ganguly, Indian cricket and world
cricket. A little collapse took India

from 123 for 2 to 202 for 6. But it
only served to bring together Ganguly
and another man who had his own
masterpieces to paint, Rahul Dravid.
Of the 237 runs between 59 and 296
Ganguly had scored 131, and 80 of
those came packed in those
deliciously timed boundaries. By the
time Ganguly and Dravid were done
India had reached 419, the match
saved, and England were on the back
foot. That India could not take
advantage of this is the story of the
decade.
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In 99 Test Matches, he averaged 45 (6215 runs).

Away average was 36. (23 in SA, 28 in AUS, 20 in WI
,42in ENG)

Averaged 55 in matches won by India (22). 19 in matches
won abroad (3).

Made centuries in each of his first 3 Tests, a world record.
For symmetry, even scored a hundred in his last Test
innings. All in India.

Made 22 centuries and 21 fifties, a remarkable conversion
rate. But just 6 centuries and 6 fifties outside the sub-
continent.

Strike rate of 58 runs per hundred balls. As captain, 60.

Shares the record for fastest century by an Indian with
Kapil Dev (in 74 deliveries vs South Africa at Calcutta,
1996).

Captained India in 47 Tests with a success rate of 30%.
Won India just one Test abroad, against Sri Lanka (total
Tests as captain abroad: 27).

Averaged 44 with the bat as captain (38 abroad).

Ended his career in disgrace due to match-fixing

allegations.

Evewthing about Azharuddin is a

reminder about the human
imperfections in sport. When he was

at his best, there was no grander sight in cricket. Yet, in pitches where the ball
moved around and particularly rose (usually abroad), he could look hopeless.
He began his career as a career-focussed, God-fearing man from the lower
middle class. He ended it as a luxury-loving dandy tainted by allegations of
corruption. As a compromise choice for India captain fairly early on in his
career, he went on to lead his country for the next ten years. Today, he is
remembered as one of the most unimaginative and uninspiring captains India
ever had. Style was always important to Azharuddin; in the early days, that
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upturned shirt collar (copied from ML Jaisimha and Dev Anand) and his
walk were pointers to it. And then the batting — that utterly delectable leg-
side play and that bat swing, that follow through. Later, the delicate off-side
fluency. Always, the timing. The wristy cajoling of the ball to corners unexpected.
The polite conviction when the ball sped off his bat, which was more a
conductor’s sleek baton that drew out music from all kinds of places. It is
possible that the born stylist in him chose to not work hard on the substance.
Because it is difficult to believe that such god-given talent could not overcome
the exposed shortcomings of coping with the over-the-waist ball, for example.
Did the artist not see the importance of working on his craft enough? Gradually,
Azharuddin developed a style (what else?) of counter-attacking when under
pressure, relying on his eye and instinct to get him out of a hole. When it did,
it was something to behold (and savour for the rest of your life), as sheer
natural talent gave everything around it a plebeian standing. And when it
could not (which was sadly more often, especially abroad), it was thoughtless
and wasteful, often plunging the team’s morale even further. Those who saw
Azharuddin at his best are blessed for what memories they will forever carry,
but also somewhat cursed, for nothing will ever look quite as glorious again.

182 vs England, Calcutta 1993.

Azharuddin was under pressure — as
player and captain. He was short on
runs; his team was yet to win a single
series with him as captain. This was
his first home series as captain and
it was against England, by no means
weak opposition. His future was at
stake, and the knives had come out

in the media. India won the toss in
the first Test, batted, and was 93-3
when Azharuddin walked out to join
Tendulkar. They added 123 runs in
even time, with Tendulkar watchful
and supportive. Azharuddin,
bizarrely, looked like he was in a
personal celebration. His exuberance

lacked logic, his strokeplay imbued
with the kind of freedom that comes
rarely in international cricket. He was
114* (off 124 balls) at close with India
263-4. Next morning, it was a solo
concert. None of the other
accompanists got more than 13, as
Azharuddin’s hypnotic performance
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caused mass hysteria in the world’s
most thickly populated cricket
stadium. When he was finally out with

the score at 362 (182 off 197 balls),
he had single-handedly shifted the
momentum his team’s way with such

force that it would resonate right
through the series, which India would
go on to win 3-0.

N

152 vs Sri Lanka, Ahmedabad 1994.

On a crumbling pitch, Sri Lanka after
being dismissed for 119 had reduced
India to 123-4. But the balance shifted
irrevocably as Azharuddin took
charge and negotiated the turn and
bounce so easily that for a while, it
seemed as if the match had suddenly

changed its venue. He kept
despatching the loose balls unfailingly
for four and comfortably keeping the
good ones out. India made 239 runs
that day, and Azharuddin made 134
of those (unbeaten, with 15 fours and
1 six). India finally were dismissed

N

finally for 358 (Azharuddin 152 off
260 balls in 6 hours of batting) and
the pitch went back to being vicious.
Thereafter, an innings defeat for the
Lankans was a foregone conclusion,
really.

109 vs South Africa, Calcutta 1996.

0-1 down in the series, South Africa
began this Test with a steely resolve.
But after an opening stand of 236,
they were dismissed for 428, a
comeback of sorts for India. But they
were back in trouble when
Azharuddin walked out to bat, at 77-
3. Donald, Klusener (making his Test
debut) and McMillan were making
the batsmen hop around; Azharuddin
was back in the pavilion 10 runs later,
retired hurt. India lost wickets
regularly and it would be 161-7 before
he walked back to the middle the next
day. There had been allegations
overnight in the media that he had
retired hurt to avoid facing the South

African fast bowlers, and it wouldn’t
have amused him. 68 runs were
required to avoid the follow-on when
Azharuddin took fresh guard. Not one
of those 65,000-odd spectators will
ever forget what followed. His bat,
usually wielded with delicacy and
elegance, was bristling with a different
energy that day. He unleashed an
array of strokes which seemed to have
nothing to do with the match
situation, furiously belting the ball to
all ends of the ground he could no
wrong in. When Donald and Klusener
bounced him, Azharuddin hooked,
an unusual sight from him,
repeatedly, to great effect. In one

time-stopping over, he hit Klusener
for five consecutive leg-side
boundaries. His brilliance had a
galvanising effect on his non-striker
Kumble who produced an 88 off 124
balls himself. Azharuddin was
inevitably dismissed at 322 for 109
off 77 balls with 18 fours and a six.
Unfortunately for India, the South
Africans shrugged off this
unbelievable display as a freak
occurrence and did not allow their
focus to waver. They put on 367 in
the second innings and dismissed
India for 137 to level the series 1-1.

N

163* vs South Africa, Kanpur 1996.

In the very next match, the series

decider, India seemed to be the side
that lacked belief. From 160-2, they
were all out for 237. But they fought

back to dismiss the South Africans
for 177. In the second innings, once
again the advantage seemed to have
been squandered with India 121-4

and the match very much in the
balance. Azharuddin and Tendulkar
eased the pressure and added 71
before the latter nicked one to the
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keeper. But along with Dravid,
Azharuddin put the match past the
South Africans, this time with the
calm of someone who had nothing to
prove to anyone (quite a contrast from
the match before). His immaculate

shot selection suggested an
uncluttered mind, the ease with
which he penetrated the gaps on the
field suggested someone top of his
game with chance playing a minimal
part (eventually unbeaten with 163

103* vs New Zealand, Wellington 1998.

In the first of now a 2-match series
(the first Test had been abandoned),
India won the toss and batted. In the
11th over, at 16-4, the man who had
decided to bat first, the Indian
captain, walked out to justify his
decision. Azharuddin and Tendulkar

off 229 balls with 25 fours and a six).
This time, his team-mates responded
around him, both with the bat and
the ball. South Africa lost the match
by 280 runs and the series 1-2.

N

put on 83 in 20 overs, till the latter
was out to Simon Doull (he would get
7-65). Thereafter, Azharuddin took
charge and played a rare captain’s
innings abroad. It was a solo show —
scintillating strokeplay punctuating
prudent shot selection, that gave the

N

innings some substance at 208 all out
(Azharuddin 103* off 156 balls with
14 fours). It at least led to a tight,
intensely-fought match which New
Zealand won eventually by 4 wickets.

HONOURABLE MENTION:
121 vs England, Lord’s 1990.

This is considered by many to be the
most memorable Azharuddin innings
but it didn't make our top-5 cut
because of the match situation and
overall value to the team. After a
Gooch triple century and an England
total of 653-4 declared, India was 191-
3, light-years away from survival,
when Azharuddin walked out. A

spectacular assault followed, that
converted the famed stiff upper lips
to dropped jaws. Azharuddin was out
at 393 for 121 off 111 balls with 22
fours. Poor Gooch went on to make
123 off 115 balls in the second innings
and England went on to win
comfortably, but the English media
seemed to gloss over his remarkable

performance and only rave about
Azharuddin’s innings (and still do).
It was more about the spectacle than
the substance...something that
Azharuddin might have noted for the
future. This was just the first innings
in that sequence that decade.

N
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In 116 Test Matches, he averaged 42 (6868
runs).

Averaged 47 in matches won (18). 53 in
matches won abroad (6).

Averaged 48 in England in 13 tests — the
only country he scored heavily in, besides
India (averaged 56 in 54 Tests at home) .

Made 17 hundreds and 35 fifties. Not a
single hundred outside India or England.

Averaged 29 in Australia, 25 in West Indies,
26 in New Zealand and 34 in Pakistan.

Was at his peak in 1986 (averaged 132 in
8 Tests) and 1987 (averaged 88 in 9 tests).

Batted at no. 3 in 49 Tests averaging 40.
At no. 4 in 42 Tests averaging 48. At no.
5in 25 Tests averaging 50.

N

I f cricket was only played in
India and England, Dilip
Vengsarkar would be among
the greatest batsmen in Test
history. His batting performances in both these countries are the stuff of legend.
As are his performances in 1986 and 1987 (it helped that he played only in
India and England during these two years) — he certainly was the most successful
batsman in the world in that period. Tall, slim and elegant, he could tear an
attack apart on his day, both on the front foot and back. On a different day, he
could stay at the crease and wear the opposition down, if that's what the team
required. Apart from England, however, somehow he did not travel well. This
was attributed to a weakness against short-pitched bowling, but it was befuddling
how he would perform well against some of those very bowlers on fairly lively
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pitches back home. His technique was good and guts he did not lack, so it can
only be something in the mind that he did not quite fix. There was also a feeling
that he sometimes put his personal goals before the team’s objective — but
then, that was a problem across the board in those times. This apart, Vengsarkar’'s
greatest performances are part of Indian cricket folklore and the heroics he
mustered up in the face of adversity every once in a while assures him a place

in Indian cricket Royalty.

126* and 33 vs England, Lord’s 1986.

India had been crowned ODI world
champions twice in the last four years,
but was yet to make any major impact
in Tests. In this series opener, India
won the toss, sent the English in and
had them reeling at 98-4. A fightback
by Gooch and Pringle helped them
reach 294. India had a steady start
—Vengsarkar joined Amarnath at 90-
2. They ground the attack and took
the score to 161 till Amarnath was
dismissed (69). After another small
partnership with Azharuddin (33),
wickets began to fall rapidly from the

other end. Vengsarkar opened up and
showed the full array of his strokes.
His unbeaten 126 (with 16 fours, in
over 5 hours of batting) took India to
341, which set the tone for this series.
England was bowled out for 180,
setting India 134 to win its first Test
in England in 15 years. At 31-2 there
were a few jittery Indians as
Vengsarkar walked out. Amarnath
was holding his end up but he wasn't
being able to score. Vengsarkar
decided to rotate the strike as often
as he could. In one hour, his 33 had

N

taken India to 76 and they were
breathing easily again. And then,
within 2 runs, both were out and the
pressure was back. When Azharuddin
was run out at 110-5, they seemed to
have blown it again. The captain
joined Shastri, who was steady at the
other end. But Kapil Dev didn’t need
a calming influence, as he slammed
4 fours and a six (making 23 off 10
balls) and completed the historic win
with a flourish.

61 and 102* vs England, Leeds 1986.

In the very next Test, Vengsarkar
walked out at 75-2 and stayed till 203,
top-scoring with 61 (off 153 balls, 6
fours, 1 six). India finished at 272 but
then Madan Lal and Roger Binny took
four wickets each to dismiss England
for 102. The ball was swinging and

India was 35-4 (John Lever in his last
Test match had taken 3 of these).
Vengsarkar took charge and played
perhaps his finest innings technically.
In difficult conditions, with wickets
falling at the other end, he took
control and never relinquished it. By

the team India was dismissed for 237
(Vengsarkar unbeaten on 102 — 216
balls, 10 fours), the match was well
past England. They were dismissed
for 128, and India won its first Test
series abroad after 15 years.

N



HoldingWilley

13

iR) DB Vengsarkar (os-1992)

146* vs Pakistan, Delhi 1979.

The 2nd Test of a historic tour, still
0-0. Pakistan makes 273 in their first
innings. India is sensationally
dismissed for 128 (Sikandar Bakht —
8-69). Pakistan comes back with 242
and set India 390 to win in one and
a half days. When Gavaskar is
dismissed at 37, many are mentally
resigned to an Indian defeat. But
Vengsarkar, who has walked out, has

other plans. He settles down at an
easy rhythm, and keeps the score
going without taking any undue risks.
Atclose, Indiais 117-2, and a thrilling
last day is being anticipated. Despite
Viswanath’s loss next morning,
Vengsarkar and Yashpal consolidate
and take the score to 276 in three
hours. At the latter’s dismissal, Kapil
Dev comes out and makes his

intentions clear — slamming 21 off 25
balls, but after he is Ibw, the
momentum goes down again.
Vengsarkar tries to force the pace,
but is unable to take India home. Still,
at 364-6, it is a very respectable draw,
and Vengsarkar’s unbeaten 146 (370
balls, 11 fours, 1 six) the toast of the
nation.

N

98* vs Sri Lanka, Colombo 1985.

Sri Lanka had yet to win a Test match
when this series began. But there were
signs that could change soon as India
were dismissed for 218 in the first
innings. Sri Lanka replied with 347,
a lead of 129. India was 54-2 when
Vengsarkar walked in. With Rajput,
he took the score to 130, till Rajput
was dismissed for 61. Gavaskar went
without scoring and India was
effectively 1-4. Shastri came in now,

and provided Vengsarkar with
fighting support. At close on the
fourth day, India was 24 ahead with
6 wickets in hand; things looked
bleak. But next day, Vengsarkar and
Shastri continued the fightback, till
they reached 180, when Shastri was
Ibw. Just 51 runs ahead, things looked
lost. Kapil Dev and wicketkeeper
Vishwanath were both out at 206,
and Vengsarkar took full charge. He

N

went about scoring runs to put
distance between the two sides while
the tail-enders held on. It was as
much about the time they spent as
the runs Vengsarkar scored that saved
the match finally. Sri Lanka had to
get 123 in ten overs, a tall task even
today, but they did manage 67-4 in
eight. The Sri Lankans would get their
first Test victory in the very next
match though.

157 vs England, Lord’s 1982.

After England was 37-3, 97-4 and
166-6 at different stages, it appeared
that Indian tour form book had been
thrown out of the window. What was
this — India dominating in the first
Test of an English tour? But sanity
was restored via Randall, as England
eventually put up 433. True to
convention, India was knocked out
for 128, with forties from Gavaskar
and Kapil Dev the only double figure
contributions. Forced to follow on,

303 behind, this was back to a
predictable script again. Vengsarkar
walked out at 6-1, and looked in top
form from the beginning. Who
provided support at the other end,
who perished, is a blur — just as well,
because it was Vengsarkar all the way
— counter-attacking in style, scoring
most of the runs. He made his first
hundred at Lord’s (there would be
two more before his career finished)
and the English crowd applauded

warmly. Vengsarkar finished with 157
glorious runs out of 252 when he was
finally out. Sadly, despite Kapil Dev’s
heroics, India couldn’t save the
match.
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In 69 Test Matches, he averaged 43 (4378 runs).
Away average was 52.

Averaged 43 in matches won (12). 47 in matches won
abroad (5).

Averaged 55 (9 matches) in the West Indies — the top
team of his era.

Scored 25 or less in 46% of his 113 innings — not a high
failure rate at all (in fact, the same as Tendulkar and
only behind Dravid — 43%).

Made 6 comebacks throughout his career. Missed 64
Tests in the interim.

9 of his 11 Test centuries were made abroad.

N

A32—year—old cricketer made his 4th

comeback in international cricket at
the end of 1982. He was well-known
for having a weakness against the
short ball (having been seriously felled
four times by bouncers) and the two
away series in front of him were in
Pakistan and West Indies — the teams

with the most fearsome fast bowlers of that generation (and perhaps all time).
But 5 short months and 11 Tests later, Mohinder Amarnath was called the best
batsman in the world by the two most likely incumbents to the title — Sunil
Gavaskar and Vivian Richards. The 1182 runs he made (at an average of 70,
with 5 centuries) in that season was followed by India’s win in the ODI world
cup where Amarnath was the man-of-the-match in the semi-final and the final,
but even in a pure Test cricket analysis as this one, Amarnath’s place in Indian
cricket is significant. He went through more ups and downs than any cricketer
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in Indian cricket history and dealt with adversity better than any Test cricketer
anywhere, rising out of several seemingly bottomless pits (like scoring 1 run
in 6 Test innings at home against West Indies in 1983-84 immediately after
the landmark season mentioned above, so he had to make another comeback
after that). The guts, perseverance and remarkable balance of character he
showed right through his career makes him a role model in any walk of life.
With or without that trademark red hanky he always carried in his trousers’

back pocket, for luck.

1182 runs in 11 Tests vs Pakistan and West Indies 1982-83.

Despite a formidable domestic record,
Mohinder Amarnath’s international
career had been stymied by his
confirmed weakness against short-
pitched bowling. After 4 sickening
thuds on his head in the late 1970s,
during his last comeback in 1979 he
had come out to bat in a 1930s sola
hat against Australia, and promptly
slipped and crashed into his stumps
when Rodney Hogg bounced one on
cue. His superb performance in the
Raniji trophy had got him back in the
national team, which was due to tour
Pakistan and West Indies back-to-
back. Imran Khan, Sarfraz Nawaz,
Michael Holding, Andy Roberts,
Malcolm Marshall and Joel Garner
were all expected to get at least one
easy wicket at some point. But, three
things had changed. One, Amarnath

had recently returned from Australia
after playing Sheffield Shield cricket.
Two, he had taken on the anaesthetic
“two-eyed stance” which enabled him
to get into position to hook and pull
more easily. And three, he had finally
adopted the helmet — thus eventually
disobeying his belligerent father
(former Indian captain Lala
Amarnath) who had, for years,
dissuaded him from using one (for
macho reasons, apparently). In
Pakistan, Amarnath’s sequence of
scores was 109*, 5 and 3, 22 and 78,
61 and 64, 120, 19 and 103* - 584
runs at 73. India lost the series 3-0,
but India had re-found a significant
talent. In the West Indies, the
cricketing world realised exactly how
significant. His run of scores there
were 29 and 40, 58 and 117, 13, 91

and 80, 54 and 116 - 598 runs at 66.
India lost 2-0, but Amarnath as
India’s highest scorer in 6 of the 9
innings won the man-of-the-series
award. But more than these figures,
it was his courage, the gumption with
which he stood up to the greatest fast
bowling attack in cricket history that
took one’s breath away. Just one
example. In the second innings of the
fourth Test (when he made 80) he
was hit hard on the face by Holding
when he was 18 (India 91-1).
Amarnath retired hurt, had stitches
administered, washed the blood
stains off his shirt himself and came
back on the field at the fall of the 5th
wicket (139-5). His first ball was
against Holding who charged in and
delivered another lightening bouncer.
Amarnath coolly hooked it for six.
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85 vs West Indies, Port-of-Spain 1976.

In just his 7th Test match, Amarnath
gets to be a part of a historic win — a
world record fourth innings chase of
403. He comes in at 69-1, joins a
focussed Gavaskar. In a severe
departure from his usual style of
batting (when he liked to go after the
bowling), he plays a very watchful,
sedate role and just holds one end
up. Gavaskar makes the runs at first,

then Viswanath replaces him at 177.
They put on 165 in the next three and
a half hours, out of which Viswanath
contributes a decisive 112, before
being run out. Amarnath is even more
determined to stay till the end. The
new man Brijesh Patel attacks the
bowling with conviction and the
target comes closer rapidly. Just 11
runs away, Amarnath is run out too,

14

but he has done his job. 85 runs in
almost seven and a half hours of
batting. The famous victory is
achieved immediately after that much
to euphoria and disbelief right
through India. Hindi commentator
Ravi Chaturvedi chokes up on air for
the whole nation to hear.

N

90 & 100 vs Australia, Perth 1977.

The Kerry Packer phenomenon had
divided the cricket world and so the
Australian team that challenged India
in their own backyard was a “second
string” side led by 41-year-old Bob
Simpson. But this side still had Jeff
Thompson, Kim Hughes, Graeme
Wood, Graeme Yallop and Steve
Rixon. It resulted in a tight absorbing
series, eventually won 3-2 by
Australia. In this, the 2nd Test,

Amarnath made the number 3
position his for some time. In the first
innings, he came out at 14-1 and
added 149 with Chauhan and 59 with
Vishwanath. Just before tea, with his
own score at 80-odd, Amarnath tried
to hook debutant fast bowler Sam
Gannon and got hit on the temple.
He refused to retire hurt, got the nasty
bruise attended to during the break
and walked out thereafter. He was

36 and 101* vs Pakistan, Lahore 1984.

In reply to Pakistan’s 428, India
manages just 156 in the first innings
with just three batsmen (Gavaskar,
Vengsarkar and Amarnath reaching
double figures). India follow on and
fight better as they usually did in the

out soon though, again to a short ball,
for 90. But this made him even more
determined in the second innings, as
he had a 193-run partnership with
Gavaskar (out of a team total of 330)
and completed his maiden Test
hundred. Still, Australia chased down
342 and won the match by 2 wickets.

N

second innings (which had prompted
Gavaskar to suggest that India should
play the second innings first), even
though at 164-4 the ship is hardly
stable. Amarnath and Shastri steady
it with a 126-run partnership. Shastri

60 vs West Indies,

The West Indian captain Clive Lloyd
was panicking. India had drawn even
in the last Test and he needed to win

goes for 71 but Amarnath sees India
through to safety (101 in almost 7
hours of batting) as India finish at
371-6 and the match is drawn —
another 3-innings 1980s Test.

N

Kingston 1976.

this decider to keep the West Indian
dream of being the best Test team on
course (and to save his captaincy).

To make things worse, the Indians
had batted very effectively on a fast
bouncy pitch in front of a partisan



HoldingWilley

@ M Amarnath (9eo-19s8)

crowd and made 175-1 at the end of
the first day’s play. He had tried to
get Holding to intimidate the batsmen
with a succession of short balls and
even a beamer or two (and then
pretend it had slipped) but none of it
had worked. Next morning, the tactics
intensified. Amarnath was out for 39,
then Viswanath'’s finger got a bone-
crusher. Gaekwad was then hit on
his ear and was all but knocked out.
He retired hurt against his wishes but
the ground authorities were
indifferent and showed no urgency
to get him to hospital. The crowd
meanwhile were chanting — “Kill him,

maan!” Brijesh Patel was felled too
by a snorter from Holder and had to
be taken to hospital. The Indian
captain Bedi declared at 306-6 to
prevent further injury to his lower
order batsmen (who had to bowl).
This was bodyline revisited without
any ambiguity. The Indians
complained about intimidatory
bowling, the authorities (including
Clyde Walcott) laughed them off.
West Indies made 391 with the Indian
spinners sharing the wickets. When
India came out to bat, Holding,
Julien, Daniel and Holder came at
them with a vengeance. Amarnath

N
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was the only one to counter attack —
he had hit 7 fours and 3 sixes in his
60 out of the team total of 97, when
he was out. With Gaekwad,
Viswanath and Patel unable to bat
from the first innings, and with there
appearing to be no point in risking
certain injury to the bowlers, Bedi
declared again at 97, so India was
deemed all out (in just 26 overs). West
Indies won by 10 wickets and with it,
the all pace era in West Indian cricket
was established. The cricket world
would never be the same again.
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In 30 Test Matches, he averaged 48 (2192 runs).
Away average was 36.

Averaged 121 in matches won (3 in number), all in
India.

Scored a century in both innings against Bradman'’s
Australian team at Adelaide.

Averaged 48 in Australia and 41 in England.

Took 20 Test wickets with his medium pace leg
cutters (average of 61). This included clean bowling
Bradman twice in Australia.

Was the first Indian to score a century in three
successive Test matches.

Captained India in 14 Tests (won 1, drew 8, lost 5).
Averaged 40 with the bat as captain.

N

Aclassical ly gifted batsman with
an eccentric grip and stance (hands
well apart on bat, bat between pads
In crease), the Second World War
prevented the flowering of Vijay
Hazare on an international stage.
He was 31 when he made his Test
debut, perhaps just past his prime.
He’d had a remarkable first class
career till then (which famously included successive scores of 248, 59, 309,
101, 223 and 87 — over 1,000 runs in just four matches, in the 1943-44 season)
and his rivalry with Vijay Merchant still drew in massive crowds in Bombay
cricket. Hazare scored just 207 runs in his first 11 Test innings, and it was only
his first tour to Australia in 1947-48 when he got into top gear with a century
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in each innings. He averaged over 50 in his next four series but failed in the
fifth - India’s first tour to West Indies. It turned out to be his last. Sadly, he
was not complemented in the Test team for the most part with talent anything
near his (while he averaged 48 in his Test career, the entire Indian batting line-
up averaged 28). This gulf wasn't just reflected in the poor results Indian Test
teams as a unit had in those days, but also in the way a superior talent like
Hazare approached batting. Even Don Bradman called Hazare a great player
and paid tribute to his soundness and technique, adding however that Hazare’s
one failing was a lack of aggression and the reluctance to tear an attack to
pieces despite having the ability. Probably, this was a result of the ingrained
insecurity of playing in a batting side that averaged 28 overall. The politics and
intrigue (with the “camp” culture) that went on in Indian teams in those days
couldn’t have been suitable for self-actualisation either. For similar reasons
perhaps, captaincy wasn't a very happy experience for Hazare; it weighed him
down and affected his batting. His first-class career lasted well into the 1960s
though, amazingly till the age of 51 (18,740 runs at an average of 58; and 595
wickets at an average of 25) further accentuating that international cricket is
about much more than just talent.

116 and 145 vs Australia, Adelaide 1948.

Hazare’s first notice about his talent 116 (off 303 balls with 14 fours). keep falling at the other end, and only
on the international stage and it Thanks to Phadkar’s 123 India when it is 139-6, does he find support
would remain his high point forever. manage 381 but still have to follow in Hemu Adhikari (51). They take the
Facing a massive Australian score of on. And this time Hazare walks out score to 271, till Hazare departs — 145
674, Hazare walks out to bat with at 0-2. He carries on from the first off 372 balls with 17 fours. India s all
India 69-3. Marginally with Mankad innings, comfortably handling out for 277, losing by an innings and
and very substantially with Dattu bowlers like Lindwall and Miller, 16 runs.

Phadkar, Hazare takes the score to playing the cover drive and the on

321 before departing for a well-made drive with delightful prowess. Wickets
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89 and 56 vs England, Leeds 1952.

In this, the opening Test, the two
Vijays of the Indian team, captain
Hazare and Manjrekar came together
with the score 42-3. In the next four
and a half hours, they added 220 runs
against a bowling attack that included
Fred Trueman, Alec Bedser and Jim
Laker. They both got out at 264
(Hazare 89, Manjrekar 133) and the
Indian team was dismissed 29 runs

later. England, with a batting line-up
comprising Hutton, May, Compton
and Graveney, got a lead of just 41
runs (Ghulam Ahmed 5-100). The
Indians could have been permitted
some optimism when they came out
to bat. Alas, Trueman was at his
ferocious best, and when Hazare
walked out to bat, India was 0-4 with
Manjrekar bowled first ball. Soon it

N

40 and 127 vs West

West Indies was leading 1-0 before
this last Test and made 286 in the
first innings. Hazare walked out to
bat at 37-2 and stabilised proceedings
for awhile. But both he (40) and Modi
(33) were dismissed within 3 runs of
each other, and India was all out for
193. West Indies made 267 in their

15

was 26-5, and in walked Phadkar and
after 4 years the two had a substantial
partnership yet again as they put on
105 on this grey English day. Hazare
was out at 131, Phadkar at 143 and
India at 165. England made the 128
runs they needed for the loss of 3
wickets.

Indies, Bombay 1949.

second innings, setting India 361 to
win. This time Hazare walked out at
81-3 at the fall of the captain Lala
Amarnath’s wicket. And, like in the
first innings, Modi and he dug their
heels in. They added 139 runs till
Modi fell (for 86). Hazare was finally
6th out at 285 for 122 (285 minutes,

14 fours) and a rearguard innings
from Phadkar (an unbeaten 37)
almost snatched up a historic victory.
Almost — India was 355-8 when the
match ended, just six agonising runs
short.

N

146* vs Pakistan, Bombay 1952.

In this, the first Test, Pakistan are
dismissed for 186 (Lala Amarnath 4-
40, Mankad 3-52) and India get a
good start. Hazare comes out at 103-
2, Polly Umrigar joins him at 122, and

the two put on 183 runs in 165
minutes till Umrigar departs for 102.
Hazare continues the consolidation
and is unbeaten on 146 when India
declares at 387-4. Pakistan are

dismissed for 242 (Mankad 5-72) and
India knock off the 42 runs for no
loss (Mankad 35*) and win by 10
wickets.

N

164* vs England, Delhi 1951.

A new series, a fresh start, and Hazare
sets it up for India with back-to-back
centuries in the first two matches. In
this, the first Test, England bat first
and score 203 (Sadu Shinde 6-91; he
would tragically die 4 years later at

the age of 31). Hazare comes out at

64-2 to join the man he had a famous
rivalry with in the last decade — Vijay
Merchant. They put on 211 runs and

put the match out of reach of the
English. Merchant is out for 154 but
Hazare carries on and on, till the
innings is closed at 418-6 declared.
His 164* in over eight hours of
batting, gives India a real chance to
force the issue. England, however,
with some committed and gutsy
batting bat out 221 overs and save the
match with 368-6. Hazare would

follow up this effort with 155 in the
next Test. But Vijay Merchant would
bizarrely retire after this match -
ostensibly so that people could ask
“why?” and not “why not?” (He did
incur a shoulder injury from which
he didn’t fully recover — he was past
40, after all).
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Took 149 wickets in 36 Tests, at an average of 30.

Away bowling average was 29 (a rare Indian player to
have a better overseas average than at home).

In winning matches, averaged 18 (in just 3 Tests, all in
India).

Against West Indies, Australia and England, the
strongest teams of his era, he averaged 35, 33 and 38.

In West Indies and Pakistan, averaged 29 and 23. Never
played in Australia.

His frequency of taking 5-wicket hauls till date remains
higher than any Indian bowler ever —one in every 3
matches.

His 9-102 is the third best bowling figures by an Indian
till date.

His 34-669 series figures vs New Zealand in 1955-56 is
the second best by an Indian ever.

N

S ubhash Gupte is one of the earliest

and most under-rated practitioners
of the most elusive and mysterious
Indian entity outside of Indian politics
- leg spin. Unlike the two others of his
ilk in India who are considered

superior to him - Chandrasekhar and Kumble, Gupte belonged to a purer,
more classical school of the art - with loop, big turn, flight and variation. How
good he was is reflected by the fact that one of the best players of spin ever,
Rohan Kanhai, claimed that mastering Gupte was his real prize. His figures
abroad are stunning - his average away is actually lower than his average at
home, and it is miles ahead of the man most people (including us) crown as
India’s best individual spin bowler - Anil Kumble, which tosses up tremendous
food for thought. Had he played more than 36 tests, would he have been
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amongst the world's all time top three leg spinners ever? This line of thought
has support from Gary Sobers, who has gone on record with his view that
Gupte was a better leg-spinner than Warne. There is also a line of thought that
his records have suffered on account of poor fielding and plenty of catches
having gone down off his bowling. Nor did he have bowling support at the
other end, which can make such a huge difference (as it did with Bedi-Chandra-
Prasanna, for example). There are reasons why he is not higher in this list - in
terms of volume of figures he is not commanding, his achievements are restricted

to specific countries, he hasn't won too many matches for India, and so on.
But all said, you can't help but think that he is where he is more on account
of the names who have to be placed above him, rather than because of his own

failings.

34 wickets in five tests vs New Zealand, India 1955-56.

For New Zealand, this was the sort of
series that parents warned their
children about when they told them
they wanted to take up cricket for a
living. The final result was not
embarrassing, a 2-0 defeat in a five
match series, but the sheer quantum
of runs scored, wickets taken and
records broken against them would

have broken the strongest of morales.
Even as Mankad stole most of the
thunder with runs and wickets, Gupte
provided the critical bowling
performances, ripping the Kiwis apart
time and again. He took four five
wicket hauls and one four wicket haul
in a single series. While he did keep
the Kiwis down in the matches that

N

were drawn, his contributions in the
matches India won were significant
— 8 wickets for 128 runs in Bombay,
and 9 wickets for 145 runs in Madras.
He finally finished with an average
of 20 in the series.

9 for 102 vs West Indies, Kanpur 1958.

Subhash Gupte had an interesting
little contest going with the West
Indies. They were one of the strongest
sides in the game then, and they had
scored against him, but not without

acknowledging that he was a fantastic
leg-spinner. Gupte came in to this
match following a hammering by
Australia’s Neil Harvey, which had
led to several questions being raised

against him. The words ‘flash in the
pan’ was being tossed around. In a
flash, Gupte shut all those claims up.
On a placid, unresponsive wicket, on
just the strengths of his flight and
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guile, Gupte ran through a West
Indian line up boasting of the likes
of Gary Sobers and Rohan Kanhai.
He gob smacked the West Indies with

9 wickets, and single-handedly

bowled them out for 222. That India

still went on to lose the match by 203

runs seems to stand as an example

16

of what many have said — with more
support, perhaps Gupte could have
become a far greater figure in Test
cricket than he is today.

N

27 wickets in five Tests vs West Indies, West Indies 1953.

Gupte went into this series as a young
unknown who had been spoken about
as being a prospect with promise. In
his first away series he ‘made his
bones’, in a manner of speaking,
establishing himself as a spinner of a
quality and a major threat in
international cricket. Against a strong
West Indian batting line-up (which
included the legendary “Three Ws” —
Weekes, Walcott and Worrell), on

excellent batting tracks, Gupte
delivered consistently and played a
huge part in the margin of defeat kept
down at 0-1. He started off with 7
wickets in the very first innings in
Port of Spain. Unfortunately, he was
a touch low key in the second test,
picking up 5 wickets in two innings,
which led to the West Indies going
on to win the match (which turned
out to be the series decider). He then

5 for 18 vs Pakistan,

The history of India-Pakistan Test
cricket has been ravaged with a
number of anti-climatic draws played
out with no team taking the offensive,
for fear of losing and the heavy
repercussions to follow. This was the
first of such matches, and set the
pattern, with Gupte providing the
only moment of magic that actually
brought the Test alive. Batting first,
Pakistan made 257 at a gut-wrenching

raised his game by several notches
again, picking up 15 wickets in the
next four innings, but the West Indies
were too strong as a team to be broken
by these individual heroics, and they
held on draws. However, with 27
wickets away at an average of 29,
Subhash Gupte had made a sparkling
start.

N

Dacca 1955.

run-rate of 1.8 runs per over. India
collapsed to 148, which gave the
Pakistanis a sniff of a chance, if they
were not too drowsy to take it.
Pakistan ambled on to 116 when
Gupte produced a spell that woke
everyone up and suddenly made the
game interesting. In 6 stunning overs
he engineered a collapse that saw
Pakistan go from 116 for 1 to 158 all
out, Gupte himself scalping 5. With

5 for 90 vs England,

On a dead, flat pitch at the Green
Park Oval, Gupte produced a brilliant,
magical spell that allowed India to
enforce a follow on over England for
the first time in the history of the

268 to win it suddenly looked like
there could be a result, when India
lost 2 wickets for 17 runs and in the
manner of the sensitive ‘touch-me-
not’ flower, sprang back inside its
shell to play out a draw, ending at 147
for 2. To give them the benefit of
doubt, it was a four-day Test match,
and those were not the days of 4-per
over run rates, so one can perhaps
understand the result a little better.

N

Kanpur 1961.

game. The series was level at 0-0, but
a Gupte-less Indian attack had been
given a bit of a pounding the first test.
To try and change things around,
Gupte was brought in. India batted

first and not unexpectedly, put up
467. A significant score, but one that
was expected to help India draw the
match, and not save it, a theory that
was being borne out by the English
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batsmen as they moved smoothly on
to 87 for 1. But within a span of 13
runs, Gupte went against the run of
play and completely turned things
around. His loop and turn seemed to
take the non-cooperative pitch in their
stride, and went on to reduce the

English to 100 for 5. Taking his cue,
Borde went on to take three wickets
himself, and England finally finished
at 244. India stood well on top, having
subjected the English to a follow-on.
It is difficult to decide whether the

fact that England went on to score

16

497 for 5 in the second innings and
draw the game takes away from
Gupte's first innings efforts, or adds
to its value by reflecting the nature
of the wicket it came in.

N
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EFa PR Umrigar (o4s-1962)

Averaged 42 in 59 Tests (3631 runs).

Away average was 43.

Averaged 51 in matches won (8), all in India.
Made 12 hundreds and 14 fifties.

tally of Tests, Test runs and centuries for India when
he retired (much like Gavaskar and Tendulkar).

Captained India in 8 Tests (2 won, 4 drawn, 2 lost).

First Indian to score a double century (223 vs New
Zealand, Hyderabad 1955).

Indies, 54 in Pakistan, just 18 in England. Did not
play in Australia; averaged 21 against Australia
at home.

Played 243 first class matches to score 16,155 runs
(average 52) and take 325 wickets (average 26).

N

Acolossus of his time for Indian

cricket, Polly Umrigar was famous

for the many innings he used to

play when his team was in the

doldrums. Adversity seemed to

bring out his best — he saved many

matches for India, was almost

expected to do so. Unusual in

Indian cricket for his size (a hefty six footer), he was also a greatly versatile
cricketer — could bowl off-spin and outswingers, fielded in the sips and the
outfield, and could bat equally well on the front and back foot. It was his
adventurous spirit that made him different, and his overall record in the face
of that is very impressive. However, England was the Achilles Heel for him —
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in 1952, despite scoring heavily in the tour games, he scored just 43 runsin 7
Test innings. Trueman and Bedser had his number but the humiliation was
more in the manner of dismissals — backing away from the bowling at least
thrice. Umrigar’s future performances would dispel doubts about this purported
weakness against fast bowling (including his century in England seven years
later, with Trueman leading the attack) but his record in England (average of
18 in 8 Tests) remained the black spot in his distinguished career. After scoring
445 runs and taking 9 wickets in the 1962 West Indies tour (in 5 tests), Umrigar

retired from international cricket, citing chronic back trouble as the reason,
leaving the international scene on a high.

56 and 172* (and 5-107) vs West Indies, Port-of-Spain 1962.

India had lost all three Tests before
this, and the 4th Test began with West
Indies piling up 444-9 dec — Umrigar
took 5 wickets for 107 with his off-
breaks. Shortly, he had to come out
to bat, with the score 25-4, another
humiliation looming large. Soon it
was 30-5, all five wickets to Wes Hall,
who had his tail up, but also a little
tired perhaps. With his captain
Pataudi Jr, Umrigar took the score to
124 and then to 144, till he was out
to Sobers for 56. India eventually
managed 197 but had to follow on. In

the second innings, India collapsed
from 163-1 to 192-4 when Umrigar
walked out, three whole days to go
and too much to do. He took charge
but wickets kept falling periodically
at the other end. It was 278-8 when
Nadkarni joined him, and stayed for
a while. Umrigar kept scoring —
driving, hooking and pulling, giving
India something to bowl at. Nadkarni
went at 371; Umrigar added 51 with
the last man — wicketkeeper
Kunderan — where the latter’s
contribution was 4 till he was

In

dismissed at 422. Umrigar got his
hundred in 156 minutes, his 150 in
203. He was eventually not out for
172, made in India’s last 230 runs - a
truly heroic effort. West Indies had
176 runs to make and they took over
100 overs to do, for just 3 wickets
lost. There is no doubt who would
have got the MoM award if it had
existed in those times, remarkable,
given that Umrigar’s side was beaten
so comprehensively eventually.
Bizarrely, this was the second-last
Test match of Umrigar’s career.

130* vs England, Madras 1952.

India was 0-1 down before the 5th
Test began. England batted first and
were dismissed for 266 with Mankad
taking 8-55. India began well, but

from 157-2 slid to 216-5 when
Umrigar walked in. and then began
the departure from all scripts that
had preceded this one. Umrigar took

the game away from England in the
four and a half hours he was at the
crease, scoring at will, and adding
crucial runs with the tail. India
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declared at 457-9 with Umrigar
unbeaten at 130. In a further
departure from the script, England
actually was dismissed for 183 in 76

overs (Mankad and Ghulam Ahmed
4 wickets each). India’s first ever Test
victory after 20 years of Test cricket
was by an innings and 8 runs. This

17

was also the first time they did not
lose a series. Heady times indeed.

N

108 vs Pakistan, Peshawar 1955.

The previous 3 Tests drawn —
Pakistan bat first here but are
dismissed for 188 (Mankad 5-63).
Umrigar comes out at 30-1, soon it is
44-2, and Vijay Manjrekar joins him.
They put on 91, Umrigar scores most

of the runs. Which he continues
doing, right till his dismissal at 210
for 108 (with 13 fours). India is
dismissed for 245 and Pakistan come
out with the intention of occupying
the crease and saving the match. They

130 and 69 vs West

The series opener and India bat first.
A good start is frittered away — from
110-1 to 158-4. Umrigar takes charge,
and first with D Phadkar, then DK

Gaekwad, stabilises the situation till
his dismissal at 328 (for a wonderful

play out 122 overs for 182 runs leaving
India about 20-odd overs to make
126. In those days that wasn’t even
in the realm of possibility and India
dourly survive 19 overs for 23 runs.

N

Indies, Port-of-Spain 1953.

130). India is buoyed enough to reach
417 but West Indies bat well too and
achieve a 21-run lead. Indiaisin
trouble again at 106-4, till Umrigar
gets into the act, again with Phadkar
and Gaekwad. India make 294 and

N

West Indies are set 274 runs in about
60 overs. Again, this was not
considered even worth attempting in
those days, and despite losing no
wicket West Indies just made 142 in
55 overs.

117 vs West Indies, Kingston 1953.

The fifth and last Test of the same
series (as above) — with India 0-1
down. India bat first and are 80-3
when Umrigar joins Pankaj Roy. They
add 150 runs together in contrasting
styles — Roy correct and watchful,
Umrigar freer and sometimes

belligerent. After Roy is dismissed at
230 (for 85), Manjrekar digs in with
Umrigar, who is finally dismissed at
277 for a memorable 117. India
manages 312 (thanks to Manjrekar’s
43) but West Indies pile up 576. In
the second innings, it is Roy and

N

Manjrekar who take control of the
game, at the fall of the first wicket
with centuries each. India makes 444
and leaves the West Indians 181 to
make in about 50 overs. They manage
92-4 in 47 and win the series 1-0.
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In 67 Test Matches, he averaged 31 (236 wickets).
Home average was 27 (108 wickets in 32 tests).
Away average was 34 (128 wickets in 35 Tests).

Averaged 20 in matches won (17), 25 in matches won
abroad (4).

Won 4 MoM awards in matches India won (7 in all, 6
in India).

Second only to Kapil Dev in number of wickets taken by
an Indian medium pacer/ fast bowler.

N

I ndia’s fastest-ever bowler (on a

consistent basis) is also one of the
most under-rated cricketers in its
history. In a strange quirk of fate,
Javagal Srinath’s first 12 Tests were
played abroad (prominently Australia
and South Africa). Lulled by the
bounce and carry, he got into the habit
of bowling short to prevent batsmen

from coming on the front foot — a habit that stayed with him too long. Pitching
the ball up more would have brought him far greater dividends, but to his own
regret, he did not do that. He was also unfortunate to not bowl with Kapil Dev
for too long in his career (as he retired before Srinath could fully established
himself) and therefore could not gain from the presence of an experienced
practitioner of his own trade early on. Also, right through the 1990s the Indian
team lacked a third seamer (especially abroad) to take advantage of the starts
Srinath often gave (later with V Prasad); in India, the pitches were much more
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spinner-friendly, with Kumble as the significant spearhead. Given that, his
record in India is very impressive (108 wickets at 27), aided also by his accurate
reverse swing. His strong shoulder action enabled quick rise from the pitch
which had a lot of top-class batsmen in trouble, especially when it cut or swung
in. At his best, he was fast — his quickest recorded delivery was 156 kmph (in
South Africa). Oozing sincerity always, Srinath was a hard trier who in the
second half of his career, with his pace and movement variations, had some
moments of great success. He was also a mentor to the younger pacers right
through his career — not a very common thing in Indian cricket culture (before
the 2000s). In the end, he is a link between the two more memorable Indian
pace bowling epochs — Kapil Dev’s swing-bowling era and the age of the young
Indian fast bowlers in the 2000s. Ironically, if Srinath had been in the centre
of things during these two periods, he might just have been the most successful

of the lot.

6 for 21 vs South Africa, Ahmedabad 1996.

The series came at an interesting
juncture in international cricket for
South Africa. Having been readmitted
into this level of the game only four
years back, the South Africans had
established themselves as a serious
force in the cricketing world. The
Indians were lambs abroad, but
invincible lions at home. Both teams
would be tested here. In the first Test,
having taken a slender lead of 21 in
first innings, Donald ripped India
apart in the second to earn South

Africa a seemingly easy 170 run chase.
With almost two days to chase the
total, the Proteas had to just play
some sound cricket whereas India
needed an extraordinary performance
from its bowlers. All eyes were on
Kumble but even before the ball was
handed over to him, Srinath had
caused serious tremors by removing
Hudson and Cullinan in the first over.
South Africa 0-2. 170 seemed taller
than it was a few minutes ago. South
Africa fought back and at 96 for 4,

the match could have gone either way,
with the momentum gradually
shifting towards them. Srinath then
ripped out two quick wickets again
off successive balls — Richardson and
Rhodes — and this was the death
knell. Within 9 runs South Africa was
all out. Srinath got the MoM award
for his career best effort. India led
the series 1-0, significant in a series
that ended 2-1 for India.
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60 and 4 for 48 vs West Indies, Bombay 1994.

It is poetically appropriate that one
of Srinath's best performances came
close on the heels of Kapil's
retirement, with the question of who
will fill his boots haunting a corner
of every Indian cricket follower’s
mind. On a dodgy pitch, both teams
faced collapses in the first innings but
recovered to come close to each other,
with India leading by 29. That this
lead assured little success was proved
immediately when the West Indian

quicks reduced India to 88 for 5. As
the West Indies tightened their grip
on the game, Tendulkar, Manjrekar
and Kumble kept India in the hunt,
bringing the score to 237 for 7. Srinath
came in and in what might be seen
as a cheeky joke by fate, he first
proceeded to do what people would
have expected of Kapil - blasted an
entertaining 60 (6 fours and 1 six)
runs in 72 deliveries and was last out
after adding 96 runs with Manjrekar

N
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and the tail to take India to a clear,
dominant position and setting a target
of 363. Then he came right out and
led the bowling in the rout of a line
up containing names such as Hooper,
Lara, the talented young Stuart
Williams and Jimmy Adams. Not
surprisingly, he got a Man of the
Match award for his, would you
believe it, ‘all-round’ efforts.

18 and 6 for 140 vs West Indies, Port of Spain 2002.

India went into the West Indies, a
place where they had seldom won a
series before, knowing that they were
clearly the stronger side on paper.
They also went in knowing that this
was as good a chance as any to start
repairing their horrendous record as
tourists. But they also went in
knowing that they had faltered at the
same odds before, for the lack of one
killing blow to break the back of the
opponents. Late in this match, when
the game hung in balance, Srinath
provided such a killing blow. Before

that, having scored 276 in the first
innings, Srinath bombed the West
Indian batting at regular intervals to
reduce them to 180 for 6. The impact
showed as West Indies’ body language
thereafter reflected a defensive
demeanour, with the innings ending
at 245. An inspired bowling
performance from Dillon and Cuffy
got them back into the game as they
were set 313 to chase in a day and
half, with Ganguly and Laxman
ensuring that the total was higher
than it could have been. India's

N

defence of this total found itself facing
a moment of truth when West Indies
stood at 238 for 6, when the match
was set to follow the pattern where
the West Indians carried on and
scored a dramatic win for the West
Indies. But Srinath ensured that there
would be no letting the Windies out
of jail with two quick wickets putting
the match beyond doubt. In a match
with many heroes and 5 days of all-
round good cricket, Srinath had been
the usual, silent, unsung but hugely
effective warrior.

6 for 124 vs Australia, Calcutta 1998.

Australia came into this match
trailing 0-1 in the series. This was
their chance to amend the mistakes
and correct the score-line. But before
they could even get their thoughts
straight, Srinath cleared Slater and
Blewett off the score sheet in the first

over to make it clear which side held
the momentum. Even as they were
looking to recover from this, Srinath
stuck again, getting Mark Waugh out
and leaving the score at 15 for 3. From
then on, it was always going to be an
uphill climb, and although Steve

Waugh and Ricky Ponting tried to
reconstruct the innings, the rest of
the team had taken Srinath's cue and
helped bowl Australia out for 233.
The batsmen then took over and
made 633, thus taking a virtually
insurmountable lead of 400 runs. But
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Srinath was not breathing easy yet.
He came back in the second innings
with another vicious opening spell to
leave Australia sprawling and slipping
again at 33 for 2. Recovering from
these body blows was not something

that even the strong Aussies could
do, and India went to on win the
series in the second test itself.
Srinath’s crucial blows that decided
the fate of the match were
appropriately acknowledged with the
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Man of the Match award, above
Azhar’s 163 and Kumble's 8 wickets
in the match.

N

13 for 132 vs Pakistan, Calcutta 1999.

This was the best attended Test match
in history — 465,000 in 5 days. After
a crashing defeat in the second Test,
Pakistan saw this as a new series —
the first match of the Asian Test
Championship, though for many it
was the 3rd Test in a home series.
The Pakistanis would have wanted to
start afresh as they won the toss and
batted. They were horrified by what
followed — 26-6 in just 9 overs
(Srinath had taken 4). A superb fight-
back led by wicket-keeper Moin Khan

(70) saw Pakistan reach 185. India
was well-placed at 147-2 at one stage,
till Shoaib Akhtar decided to
announce his arrival in international
cricket. In two successive deliveries
he bowled Dravid and Tendulkar to
change the match. India collapsed for
223, and then the Pakistanis
produced their third and most
significant performance of the match
— Saeed Anwar carried his bat
through for an unbelievable 188 off
259 balls, and Pakistan reached 316.

Anwar’s stunning innings
overshadowed another great
performance by Srinath who took 8-
86. India was set 279 and at 145-2
once again India looked comfortable,
till things changed dramatically again.
Tendulkar was controversially run
out (which almost sparked off a riot)
and then Dravid was dismissed four
runs later. India was all out for 232
and lost by 46 runs. Srinath was joint
MoM with Saeed Anwar.

N

HONOURABLE MENTION
20 and 6-45 vs New Zealand, Mohali 1999.

fOYour mettle is most tested when
you are surprised out of your comfort
zone, says conventional wisdom. The
invincible monsters at home with the
proud record suddenly found
themselves staring at abject
humiliation against traditionally poor
sub-continental tourists, New
Zealand. Having slipped to 38 for 7
on the opening day of the Test,
Srinath’s hardworking score of 20
became the highest score in the
innings and added another 45 runs
to the team’s total to take Indiato a

dismal 83 all out. The Kiwis came in
to bat with their mouths watering but
faced a violent counter attack by
Srinath, who recorded figures of 6-
45, including heavyweights Fleming
(43, 156/4) and Astle (45, 179/5). New
Zealand was restricted to 215 and the
Indian batsmen now smelled a small
opening to crawl back into the game
and get back their pride. And salvage
their pride they did and how.
Centuries from Dravid and Tendulkar
leading to a huge third innings score
(505-3) put the Kiwis in a tight spot.

With more than 135 overs to go, they
had 374 runs to chase. Or perhaps it
may be more appropriate to say that
India needed 10 wickets to win —a
stunning reversal of position. The
Kiwis held on (251-7) but forcing
themselves into a dominant position
after being all out for under 100 on
day one gave the Indians the
psychological advantage. Not
surprisingly, they eventually won the
series 1-0.

N
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Elaborating on the rationale
behind the ranking

I irst, to support our claims of the game not
having become easier for batsman, as is
widely suggested.

For one, there are more result-oriented
pitches now. In the 1980s, just 40% matches
played by India had a result, compared to
66% in the 2000s (in the 1950s and 1960s,
the percentage was in the fifties but that is
also because India tended to inevitably lose
then, even on flat pitches).

Secondly, in terms of averages, the
parameters for evaluating how good or great
batsmen are has remained universally
unchanged across decades — between 50 and 60 for great batsmen (40-45 for good
batsmen), between 20 and 25 for great bowlers (27-32 for good bowlers).

Illustration by Shriya Ghate

The game has become more positive — so more runs are scored. While batsmen have
it somewhat easier because of the limitation to bouncers per over and the front foot
no-ball rule, it is also important to remember how much better the fitness levels are
today, both with fielders and bowlers. Fielding particularly is a big difference — far

more runs are saved now on the field than ever before.

Surprisingly, runs per over haven’t increased phenomenally; in the 1960s, India
made 2.5 an over, it became 3 in the 1980s and is 3.2 now. ODI cricket has had a
positive affect and T20 will affect it even more. Average team scores therefore have
predictably increased — from 261 in the 1960s, 282 in the 1980s to 304 in the 2000s.
Also, an Indian batsman averaged 30 in the 1960s, 35 in the 1980s and 37 in the
2000s. To us, this is a sign of more positive play, and not proof that batting has
become easier. The individual averages staying within the parameters mentioned
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earlier makes that clear anyway.
So, to recap our parameters once again, for the ranking.

1) Overall consistency.

2) Performances abroad.

3) Performances in matches won.

4) Match-winning ability.

5) Match situations in good performances. Ability to contribute under
pressure.

Dravid scores on every parameter. 50-plus overall average (despite the last two years,
which have been terrible), 50-plus away average. Highest average amongst Indians
In winning matches (and amongst the highest in the world). MoM awards in matches
won is a good indicator of match-wining propensity — Dravid’s 5, each in a different
country, is a clincher really (Sehwag has 4, Tendulkar 2, Laxman 2). He is also the
only batsman on the list (besides Viswanath) whose top 5 performances are all in
winning matches. Also, 53% of his fifties and centuries have come whilst rectifying
a poor start and avoid a possible collapse, in some cases resulting in memorable
victories —a good indicator of his ability to perform under pressure (27% of Tendulkar’s
fifties and hundreds have come in similar circumstances).

Gavaskar’s era has to be kept in mind whilst evaluating his stature. Indian teams of
his time hardly won abroad — the bowlers rarely did the job fully, so the team was
usually struggling to save matches. His overall average and away average are 50-
plus. Performance against West Indies — the top team of his era is outstanding (65
in 27 matches). The significance of solidifying the opening slot and thereafter setting
up games for India is immense. Delivered repeatedly under pressure.

Sehwag vs Tendulkar is of course the controversial debate of this
exercise. Their overall averages, home and away averages, winning
averages are similar.

Tendulkar’s overall figures are so utterly overwhelming that looking
past them is not an easy thing to do.
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In Sehwag’s case though, his match-winning ability is impossible to ignore. His
unbelievable strike rate without compromising his consistency, the numerous
examples of him turning a match upside down just on his individual steam, is hard
to set aside. Another very important fact that disproves theories that Sehwag is
unpredictable/ inconsistent is his failure rate. Astonishingly, Sehwag'’s failure rate
Is very similar to Tendulkar’s — scores of 25 and below — 47% Sehwag, 46% Tendulkar.
Astonishing, in the face of his strike rate and match-winning propensity.
Meanwhile, Tendulkar’s consistency spread over almost 2 decades, both home and
away, cannot be underestimated. Nor can his consistent support role in winning
matches (his winning average is higher than everyone’s except Dravid, even though
Bangladesh pads it considerably).

Sehwag’s sample size of just 66 matches seems inadequate to place him above
Tendulkar but then again, should he be penalized for that? Still, to put things in
perspective, after 66 matches, Tendulkar averaged 54 while Sehwag is at 51, but with
many more innings that have completely turned the game and led to victory for India,
and as an opener.

Tendulkar’s superhuman consistency has several dimensions. Sehwag manages 12

points more than the team’s average in matches won even in a star-studded batting
line-up as compared to Tendulkar’s 17 points in his first 66 matches and 27 during

the period that overlaps with Sehwag’s span (which does include 8 not outs overall
and 3 centuries and a double century vs Bangladesh).

But Sehwag clearly won more matches on his steam than Tendulkar despite playing
less than half. Sehwag has 4 MoMs vs Tendulkar’'s 2 MoMs in winning Tests.

What about Sehwag’s acceptance of the challenge of opening the innings and making
such a huge success of it, and Tendulkar’s reluctance to do the same? Speculation,
some might say, but then there is the simple fact that Sehwag opens and Tendulkar
comes at no. 4. What's a tougher job.

There’s no contest.

Tendulkar hit 15 centuries in Tests India won, which is remarkable. In these innings,
on an average he contributed 30% of the team’s score. Dravid contributed 32% with
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his 10 centuries. Gavaskar contributed 30% with his 6. And Sehwag...46% with his
3 centuries.

In many ways, the Chennai Test in December 2008 where Sehwag’s 83 won the MoM
over Tendulkar’s 103* tells the story of their comparison. Sehwag will never make
as many runs than Tendulkar in his career, but he will win more matches, without
being, on current form, much below on runs and averages. On this count, Sehwag
has to score over Tendulkar.

Things can change either way. Sehwag could be on a decline soon, if we're to believe
that a hand-eye coordination player like him can slow down with advancing age —
he is close to 30.

But we still believe Tendulkar’s place in world cricket as a Test cricketer is over-
stated primarily because of the hangover of his ODI batting exploits, and the statistical
monuments he has built in both forms of the game. He is perhaps the only great
cricketer of any nationality to have impacted his country’s results with his level of
consistency in such an indirect way, but with so few instances of having a direct
influence. Averages and total run tallies are not what it is about. Or at least should
not be.

Here’s another example of what we mean. Only 31% of Tendulkar’s 50-plus scores
(including 6 innings against Bangladesh and Zimbabwe) have come in winning causes
(Dravid’s at 37% with 6 innings against Bangladesh and Zimbabwe while Sehwag’s
at 39% with just 1 innings against Zimbabwe).

Kapil Dev at 5 is also because of fewer match-winning performances.
Also, he remained a crucial but not the decisive part of the team in
their victories regularly unlike his international peers. In Test cricket,
that is how it has been. Hard facts, but think about this: in Tests won
by his team, Kapil Dev took 2 wickets or more twice every five innings.
His illustrious peers were all better (in matches their teams won) —
Imran Khan took 2 plus wickets in every four of five innings, Botham
three in every five, and Hadlee, staggeringly, every innings (an aside:
Hadlee got 431 wickets in 131 INNINGS; Kapil got 434 in 131 TESTS).
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Kapil Dev scored 25 plus once every two innings (interestingly, the
same as the other three). And both together (i.e. 2 plus wickets and
25 plus runs) in four out of ten innings (the other three all have such
five instances every ten Tests).

Kapil Dev’'s team-mate from the same era — Gavaskar — fought under pressure much
more regularly and with much greater success.

Kapil Dev missed only one Test in his whole career, when he was dropped in 1984
at home against England due to an irresponsible shot that had cost him his wicket
and subsequently India the game. He had played 66 consecutive Tests before that
and he played 65 consecutive Tests after the one Test he missed (Azharuddin made
his debut because of Kapil’s absence and established himself, so it wasn’t all bad).
Kapil was “punished” publicly in this manner for his cavalier approach only this one
time, but he was guilty of it many times. Maybe “guilty” is a hard word to use here
— after all, this was his batting style, sometimes it brought him runs, more often, it
didn’t.

Bedi-Chandra-Prasanna at 6 as one bowling unit. Individually, they were great
bowlers but all three perhaps would not make the Top 20 on their individual steam.
And it somehow seemed incomplete to evaluate them individually because of the
impact of one of the other two bowling at the other end. Together, they were the
most significant reason why India won consistently in 1971-73 and competed right
through the decade to make India more competitive as a team. They made spin
synonymous with India.

GR Viswanath is the greatest match-winning batsman for India along with Dravid.
Unlike Dravid, or the batsmen above him, his overall consistency was much lower
(overall average in early 40s; overseas average a mediocre 36). If he had Gavaskar’s
consistency, he would be no. 1 or 2 on this list, and India would have reached higher
levels of supremacy in the 1970s.

Kumble is India’s greatest individual bowler. Won more matches than
anyone in India but faltered abroad — overall (mediocre overseas
average of 35). And yet, in India’s 14 overseas victories between 2001-
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2008, contributed enormously as a significant support act (much like
Tendulkar in winning test matches). Also, along with Srinath (who
ranks 18th on the list), Kumble guided the bowlers through India’s
success peak 2001-02 onwards (and this time bowling was also the
team’s strength).

Vinoo Mankad was a great individual talent with some astounding feats with both
bat and ball. A sample size of just 44 Tests but the talent that shines through here
Is too extraordinary to not propel him in the Top 10. His contribution to Indian
victories were huge in that period (just 3 matches but brilliant with bat and ball in
all of them). Sensational performances in some lost or drawn matches too.

VVS Laxman'’s talent is not best represented by his results on a consistent basis. He
never touched the heights of that epoch-defining 281 in Kolkata again, but then
neither has anyone else. Over the years, he has played some wonderful innings, but
most of his efforts seem like cameos somehow — never the substantial solo match-
winning efforts that have come from Dravid or Sehwag. But he goes over Azhar,
Vengsarkar and his old captain Ganguly simply because of being a better all-round
player and having a better away average. Also, Laxman’s excellent performance
against the best team of his era — Australia, at least suggests that he has played to
potential on that score.

Ganguly comes next, and he was definitely not easy to put over Azhar
and Vengsarkar. Both of them were bigger match-winners, at least in
Test cricket, but again, the away performances of both (average of 36
for Azhar, 33 for Vengsarkar) leaves something to be desired. Both
Azharuddin and Vengsarkar seemed to have had a weakness against
the rising ball — their performances against West Indies show that.

In fact, both have poor averages against every team abroad — except England for
Vengsarkar. Azhar played a few superb innings in every country (which suggests that
it may not have been talent that was lacking) but was very inconsistent overall.
Ganguly, for all his purported weakness against the short ball, has an away average
of 42, which is significant. He produced innings of courage and substance in Australia,
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South Africa and England in Tests whose results impacted the side. Here, we also
bring his captaincy into the picture — which takes him above Azhar and Vengsarkar
straightaway. We deliberated about Ganguly over Laxman, but the latter is such a
superior player, with the results to show for it, that it seemed excessive. We'd already
brought Ganguly over Azhar and Vengsarkar because of his captaincy, it seemed too
much to do it over Laxman.

To analyse the relative strengths of the above 4 on fast, short-pitched bowling, we
made the following observations, which show Laxman and Ganguly (in that order)
towering over Azhar and Vengsarkar. Against West Indies and Australia, Vengsarkar
averaged 25 and 29; Azharuddin averaged 20 and 28 (he also averaged 23 against
South Africa). Against Australia and South Africa, Ganguly averaged 35 and 36;
Laxman averages 54 and 41. When it comes to 30-plus scores in these countries,
Laxman managed that 46% of the time in Aus and SA, Ganguly 45%. Vengsarkar
managed it 39% of the time against WI and Aus, while Azharuddin managed it 24%
of the time against W1, Aus and SA.

Still Azharuddin goes higher than Vengsarkar simply because of his
superior overall average (both home and away) and for being a bigger
match-winner at home.

Mohinder Amarnath comes next. One of the strangest careers in Indian cricket,
perhaps the strangest. A span of 19 years, missing 64 Tests in between, numerous
come-backs. His performance against Pakistan and West Indies in back-to-back
away series clinch his place here — he was almost indisputably the best batsman in
the world for a few months — not something a lot of Indians have been. No one has
ever played fast bowling better than him either, and those two series are not just the
only example of that. His winning average of 43 includes the sheet-anchoring 85 in
the classic 406 chase in the West Indies.

Vijay Hazare’s sample size of Tests is sadly not enough for his ranking to befit the
stature he had — that of the finest Indian batsman before Sunil Gavaskar. His average
of 48 cannot be sneezed at still, nor his winning average of 121, even though in just
3 Tests. He began playing Test cricket after the War, probably just after his prime
— a bit of a tragedy. That he still makes it on this list is a testament to his indisputable
talent. As mentioned in the profile, while his average was 48, the Indian team’s
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batting average at that time was 28. Hazare’s away average of 36 does take away the
sheen a bit, but the sample size there is just 17 Tests after all.

Subhash Gupte’s inclusion was hotly debated. Harbhajan Singh, on the strength of
his overall figures, should have been a shoo-in. Harbhajan has truly been a match-
winner, but only in India. His performances abroad have been very poor — an average
of 40, much worse than the man they love to pillory for away performances — Anil
Kumble. Overall, Harbhajan has been very inconsistent — a handful when tuned-in,
very mediocre when not. And he has oscillated quite a lot between the two. An overall
average of 31 is not bad at all, and his wickets tally of 300-plus (India’s 3rd highest
wicket-taker) is significant but we went for Gupte because of his brilliant away
performances. Averaging 29 abroad, and 30 overall. 18 in winning Tests. Sample
size of just 36 Tests — difficult to make a judgement on that, but then these 36 Tests
were spread over 10 years (sadly the frequency of international cricket then), so
consistency is clearly established. Yes, he didn’t play in Australia, but he did trouble
the famous West Indian batting line-up (with the 3 W5s) in their backyard. Given the
bowling resources available around him, his consistency and heart are hugely
impressive.

Polly Umrigar breaks into this list on the strength of his very impressive
numbers (average of 42 overall, 41 abroad, 51 in 8 winning Tests).
Yes, his runs and centuries tallies were the highest by an Indian when
he retired but that does not count as an automatic signature of greatness
(just like Tendulkar’s similar record should not in these times).
Umrigar’s performances under pressure were impressive, as was his
audacity. But his suspected weakness against fast bowling (he was
found backing away in 1952, against Trueman and Bedser), his poor
record in England (an average of just 18 in 8 Tests) and the fact that
he never played Australia brings his ranking down somewhat.

Srinath breaks into our ranking list mainly because of his match-winning ability
despite seeming like a support act. He has 4 MoMs in winning games; only Kumble,
Dravid and Sehwag are above him on that count in the modern era. His 108 wickets
in India at 27 is very impressive, given that conditions rarely favoured him. An overall
average of 31 and a wickets tally of 236 in 67 Tests is impressive, given the lack of
pace support he had at the other end. His away performance is also notable — Srinath
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has taken 3 plus wickets in 36% of the away innings in his career — in comparison,
Kapil Dev has done so in 31% of his away innings, Zaheer Khan 32%, Harbhajan
Singh 28%...Kumble interestingly 41%.

Phew. This is as far as we can go when it comes to convincing you with logic. For
many of us, cricket has more to do with the heart than the head. Till someone devises
a ranking for that...

POST-SCRIPT:

A further clarification on our thought process which is also a response to emails
we’ve received and comments made about us and our methods.

There are some who have dismissed the Report as a subjective analysis. Unfortunately,
they have not even bothered to understand the fundamentals of this exercise — which
Is analyses on five different parameters — which is as objective as it gets in

circumstances like this. Reading even one profile page would have made that clear.

It also appears that some people are unable to fathom how match-winning ability
can be taken into account while evaluating an individual performance in a team
sport. If they’d actually taken the trouble to read our intro more carefully (or at all),
they’d have noticed the 5th parameter that takes match situations into account to
determine how a player performs under pressure. We believe the 4th (match-winning
average) and 5th parameter together tell you a lot about a player’s match-winning
ability. It has been demonstrated several times in the Report.

Viswanath, for example, would not even make the top ten on our list if match-winning
ability could not be measured thus (his away average was a very mediocre 36, but
in matches won abroad he averaged 53, and overall in matches won — 50). In the
same breath, as usual without bothering to read the Report, people have commented
about Gavaskar — about how he is being penalised for having played when his side
did not have bowlers to win matches. If they’d taken the trouble to read, they would
have seen that his average in winning Tests is a mere 44, and yet he is no. 2 on this
list for precisely that reason. We have even stated it in the profile.
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Also, there is incredulity about match-winning percentages being compared across
eras and teams. Even here, we have made it clear that the teams’ winning propensity
has been taken into account and brought down to one common base. Which again
Is why Gavaskar and Kapil Dev are in the top five, and why players like Mankad,
Umrigar, Hazare and Gupte make it in the top twenty. In Tendulkar’s case, his career
has been split in two — 1989-2000 and 2001-2008 which brings his peers and him
down to a common base.

No method is fool-proof, and we look forward to sharpening our methods (to whatever
extent possible) as we go along through feedback.

Responding to some of this feedback here -

One constant argument is that India had a poor team in the 1990s and Tendulkar
Is being penalised for the mediocrity around him. Well, here are some more facts for
them.

India won 18 Tests in the 1990s (17 in India, 1 in Colombo). Here are the MoM
distributions — Azharuddin 5, Kumble 3, Srinath 3, Tendulkar 2, Raju, Kambli,
Prabhakar, Mongia and Hick 1 each. Tendulkar’s 2 MoMs were against England in
1993 and Australia in 1998. He came in to bat at 149-2 in the first match, and at 115-
2 in the second.

The fact is, whether anyone wants to accept it or not, Azharuddin was a greater
match-winning batsman than Tendulkar, and since they played for the same team
at the same time (as per the time-span of matches we have taken above, that is, the
1990s), this conclusion is fairly irrefutable. Since 2000, Tendulkar has not won a
single MoM in a match that India has won (Dravid, Sehwag, Laxman, Ganguly...all
have).

However, Tendulkar’s performance in these same matches is remarkably consistent,
and as his average of 64 in these won Tests suggests, he was a support act like no
other. The story is quite different in ODIs and we suspect a lot of fans who are reacting
from their gut are confusing ODIs with Tests here.
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What does this whole business of “match-winning” mean anyway? There have been
comments that suggest that it is the bowlers who win matches, and since India did
not have bowlers in the 1990s India did not win in that period. So, how does that
explain the 18 Test victories mentioned above? Interestingly, 10 of these MoMs were
won by pure batsmen and 2 by all-round efforts. Of course, the bowlers had to get
20 opposition wickets but are these people railing against us seriously suggesting
that matches are not set up by batsmen? That the pressure on opposing batsmen is
not enhanced because of the score they are up against? Kumble himself has gone on
record claiming that his performances abroad would have been much better had he
been bowling when defending higher scores.

Some have wondered whether the great innings by Dravid or Sehwag would have
the same value if the bowlers hadn’t got the opposition out. This is where they need
to look at our last parameter of batting under pressure. Dravid’s 233 came after India
was 85-4 (and his 72* in the second innings in a fourth innings chase). His 180 (with
Laxman’s 281) came whilst following-on. Even his 270 came after India was O-1in
a series decider. His 148 came after India was 15-1 and the conditions were very
difficult for batting. His twin fifties against West Indies in 2006 had him at the crease
longer than the entire West Indies team. Look at Sehwag’s greatest innings. His 201*
after being thrashed in the previous Test, with Murali and Mendis on a roll. His 84
against England in 2008 opening up a match in 100 minutes flat. His fast-paced 309
emphatically demoralising the opposition so much that the bowlers’ job was made
considerably easier. His 155 (out of 233 when he was dismissed) changing the tenor
of the match completely. Add to these innings Laxman’s 281. Even if India had not
won these matches (and they didn’t win one of them — Sehwag’s 155) would they not
still retain their classic status? How many of Tendulkar’s Test innings match up to
these, whatever the result? His 155 had the benefit of a great start — he came in to
bat at 115-2 with Sidhu already having mauled Warne. His 136 could not take India
through for just 12 runs (remember Lara’s 151* in very similar situation in the same
period?). His fourth innings 103* had already had the benefit of Sehwag’s match-
redefining innings. His 119* in 1990 helped save a match, no doubt — the only time
in his whole career he has done that. Nobody is questioning Tendulkar’s genius, or
his incomparable talent, but he did NOT play match-defining innings as his legend
suggests. Maybe instead of “match-winning” innings we could call them “impact”
innings.
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Another fact not being examined is the nature of Tests where Tendulkar played many
of his sparkling innings. Except for the 136, very few of the other Tests were close
(as draws or defeats). In fact, it would have taken performances as great as Tendulkar’s
or even greater efforts to win or save some of those matches (notable exception -
Sydney 2004 but that’s another story altogether).

Another point that is being missed is our 5th parameter — playing under pressure.
The fact is that Tendulkar chose to bat at no. 4 all his life, while Sehwag had no
choice but to open. Why should Sehwag not get an extra point for that, especially
after the success he made of it? Dravid at no. 3 often faced high pressure situations
— and he often stabilised things considerably before Tendulkar walked out to bat —
should that not get him an extra point?

Somebody complained that we have not taken Tendulkar’s series-deciding centuries
against Australia amongst his best 5 knocks as we’re biased against him. The 2
Innings he mentions are 126 in Chennai 2001 and 109 in Nagpur 2008. Well, in the
first, Tendulkar came out to bat at 211-2, and there were two sixties and two eighties
around him. In the second, he came out at 99-2 and there were two sixties, one fifty
and one eighty around him. In both matches, he was eventually eclipsed in terms of
value — by Laxman’s 65 and 66 in the first, and Sehwag’s 66 and 92 in the second.
Tendulkar failed in both second innings. There are many such examples in Tendulkar’s
case. The point is not to have a competition going between team-members but to
evaluate the true value of an innings in a MATCH context. The six innings we chose
of Tendulkar’s we believe are superior from that angle.

Then there is an argument made is that Tendulkar has been a great player for 19
years while Dravid has been great for just 6 years and Sehwag for just 4 years. This
Report is not about overall records alone but impact of individual performance on
team performance. It is not about talent and longevity but about the impact of a
player on Indian Test results as a whole.

Finally, to address the comment that keeps coming again and again — would Sehwag
have been able to take the weight of expectations that Tendulkar bore in the 1990s?
Are there people who seriously think Sehwag would have played any different? If
anything, the evidence suggests that it probably would have freed him up even more,
as there would be very little at stake since India would be winning much less.

[
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Illustrations by Shriya Ghate

260 cricketers have represented India in Tests in the last 77 years.
Here, we throw light on many of the remaining 240.

The highest level of the game is an unforgiving place. And usually an unsentimental one —
just plain black-and-white results count for anything here.

Very often, it wasn’t talent that prevented many of these wonderful
cricketers from achieving greater things for themselves and the
team (and being on the Top 20 list). Political compulsions
(Merchant, Hazare), being on the wrong side of political correctness
(Lala Amarnath, Deepak Shodhan, Budhi Kunderan), unavoidable
physical injury (Pataudi Jr, Nari Contractor), being at the wrong
place at the wrong time (Doshi, Amre, Das, Chopra), temperamental
flaws (Patil, Sivaramakrishnan, Kambli, Sreesanth, Munaf Patel),
inability to handle pressure (S Viswanath, Jaffer, Agarkar) or quite
simply a lack of focus and application (the most common problem)
all have had their say at different times.

Before the commercialization of the game really began, which is pretty much anytime before
the last two decades, cricketers played more for pride and respect rather than money. But
despite the innocence of the early days, it is staggering to comprehend the amount of scheming
and machinations that took place around the national cricket team.

In the 1930s, India played 7 Tests, losing 5 and drawing 2. They were still finding their feet
in international cricket.

In the early days of Indian Test cricket, there were figures like CK Nayudu (1932-1936: avg
25in 7 Tests; 9 wickets at 43) — India’s first Test captain, who led India out in 1932 at the
age of 37. With an impressive first-class record (avg 36 in 207 matches; 411 wickets at 29)
he was a formidable figure in Indian cricket when India entered international cricket. His
Test record clearly does not do justice to his abilities or his reputation, but unfortunately
our parameters don’t allow us to accommodate what could have been but for the grace of
God.

Two of India’s most talked-about players in the early days were pace bowlers Md Nissar
(1932-1936; 25 wkts in 6 Tests at 28) and Amar Singh (1932-36; 28 wkts in 7 Tests at 31)
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— both had their careers nipped in the bud due to the War (Amar Singh died in 1940 at the
age of 29). Legendary batsmen like Sutcliffe, Hutton and Hammond rated these two as
among the greatest fast bowling duos ever — they were both quick; they could swing the ball
and cut it sharply. Their reputation was built on performances in “unofficial tests” in India
and English domestic cricket, which is a pity really.

Nawab of Pataudi Sr (1932-1934 for England; 1946 for India; avg 20 in 6 Tests) is the
only Test cricketer to have played for both England and India. He played just 3 Tests for
India (as captain) in 1946 and his impact as a player was negligible here, averaging just 11
(he was 36, way past his prime). Maharaja of Vizianagram - Vizzy (1936; averaged 8
in 3 Tests) used his wealth and power to captain India in the 1936 tour to England. He was
a poor captain and an even worse player, and certainly one of the worst influences in the
history of Indian cricket.

In the 1940s, India played 13 Tests, losing 6 and drawing 7.
India lost 10 years of Test cricket between 1936 and 1946,
thanks to the Second World War. This prevented some of the
finest talent to express itself in its prime.

Vijay Merchant (1933-1951; avg 48 in 10 Tests) is considered

India’s finest pre-independence batsman; his first class batting

average is an unbelievable 72 in 150 matches. He played all his

ten Tests against England and made his highest Test score in

his last innings — 154 vs England (the oldest Indian, at 40, to

score a Test century). A shoulder injury forced him to retire after

that, enabling him to make the famous comment that “Why?”

is a better response than “Why not?” when mulling about someone’s retirement.

Lala Amarnath (1933-1952; avg 24 in 24 Tests; 45 wkts at 33) scored a dashing century
on debut (in just 3 hours) against England but never another one. His first-class record (avg
41 in 186 matches; 463 wkts at 23) made him India’s first non-elite cricket star. He went on
to court controversy when he rocked the “royalty” domination of Indian cricket which made
him unpopular with the establishment. He paid the price (some say even his son Mohinder
did later) and had to jostle with cricket politics for the rest of his playing career, which might
have affected his performance too. He even captained India in 15 Tests (winning 2 and losing
6).

Cricket politics and intrigue was a big part of the international career package for an Indian
Test cricketer in those days, and well, later too, but those early days were something else.
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Mushtaq Ali (1934-1952; avg 32 in 11 Tests) — a supremely stylish player, famous for his

pull shot, also paid the price for rubbing the establishment the wrong way. Not much else

can also explain the short careers of Rusi Modi (1946-1952; avg 46 in 10 Tests) or Madhav

Apte (1952-53; avg 49 in 7 Tests) or Jasu Patel (1955-1960; 29 wkts in 7 tests at 22) or

most notoriously Deepak Shodhan (1952-1953; avg 60 in 3 Tests). Shodhan still tops the
list of Indian Test cricket’s batting averages but could not make
the team then because of his reported non-alignment with team
politics. Vinoo Mankad allegedly asked him if he was in his faction
or Hazare’s, and Shodhan is supposed to have famously replied —
India’s. Ironically, that was the one group he went on to not be a
part of, since he was never picked to play for India again.

From the 1950s, Test cricket began in earnest in India. In that

decade, India played 44 Tests, winning 6 and losing 17. The first

Test victory came in Chennai 1952, vs England. That was also

the first Test series India drew. In 1959, India beat Australia for

the first time (in Kanpur) in a Test and drew the series 1-1.
Vijay Manjrekar (1951-1965; avg 39 in 55 Tests) was considered by many to be the finest
Indian player of fast bowling in his era; centuries in Headingly and Kingston sealed that
reputation. He scored most of his runs in India though, averaging 46 in 35 Tests at home.
Unfortunately, his weight problems led to heavy footwork which affected his performance
and he is considered by many to have underachieved.

Dattu Phadkar (1947-1959; avg 32 in 31 Tests; 62 wkts at 37) was a genuine star attraction
in his playing days. A middle-order batsman who bowled medium pace, he played some
crucial innings for India in Test cricket. Pankaj Roy (1951-1960: avg 33 in 43 Tests) is most
famous for his world record 413-run opening partnership with Vinoo Mankad. He was
consistent in success as well as failure, which perhaps explains his overall average. GS
Ramchand (1952-1960; avg 25 in 33 Tests; 41 wkts for 46) captained India in 5 Tests, with
his sole victory being the landmark first one ever against Australia. His lack of consistency
resulted in mediocre Test figures overall but he was capable of some stunning innings like
109 (out of 251) vs Australia in 1956 or the twin 48 and 67* against West Indies in 1958.
Hemu Adhikari (1947-1959; avg 31 in 21 tests) ended his career with a bang — by scoring
his second highest tally of runs in one match (103), and by taking his only three test wickets.
It was also the only time he captained India. Bizarrely, he was never picked again and thus
ended a career that had promised much more than it had delivered overall. He was unfortunate
as it was to have made his debut at 29 because of the War and for missing out on half the
Tests after that because of his day job — as an army officer. That discipline served him well
when he came back as coach and manager of the triumphant Indian side of the 1971 and
instilled the value of physical fitness, which, as it turned out, would have a significant impact.
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Ghulam Ahmed (1948-1958; 68 wkts at 30 in 22 Tests) was a fine off-break bowler who
formed India’s first spinning trio with Mankad and Gupte (both on the main list). His 10-
130 against Australia in Calcutta 1956 is an example of how effective he could be ever on his
own. Led India in 3 Tests. DK Gaekwad (1952-1961; avg 18 in 11 Tests), also from a royal
background, captained India in 4 Tests to England (lost all four). Sadly, his Test career was
equally disheartening and he never managed to fully establish himself. Bapu Nadkarni
(1955-1968; avg 26 in 41 Tests; 88 wkts at 29) bowled over 1500 overs of left arm spin in
Tests and till date has one of the finest economy rates of just 1.7 runs per over. Bowling
figures like 32-27-5-0 (vs England, Madras 1964) were not uncommon for him. Was also a
difficult batsman to dislodge and played some important innings for India. Would have been
a perfect ODI player.

In the 1960s, India played 52 Tests, winning 9 and losing 21. In 1962, the first Test series
victory against England was completed 2-0. Sadly, this was followed by a 0-5 thrashing
in the West Indies. In 1964, India won its 2nd Test against Australia and drew a series for
the first time against this opponent (1-1). In 1968, India won an

away series for the first time, beating New Zealand 3-1.

Nari Contractor (1955-1962; avg 32 in 31 Tests) was a tragic

figure in Indian cricket history after a Charlie Griffith bouncer

knocked him out unconscious (and it wasn’t even a Test match)

and ended his career. He’'d had a good run with the bat but an even

better one as captain — as India’s youngest ever captain at 26 (till

then) and winning India’s first ever series against England in 1961-

62. Chandu Borde (1958-1969; avg 36 in 55 Tests; 52 wkts at

46) was a genuine all-rounder in first-class cricket (331 wkts at

27) but is more famous internationally as one of India’s most reliable batsmen during his
time. Seen as a more dashing version of Hazare, he was also considered a fine player of fast
bowling. Scoring 109 and 96 in just his fourth Test against a strong West Indies attack, Borde
raised expectations higher than he could fulfill for the rest of his career. Still, there were
many stirring performances from him — like the 2 fifties and 4 wickets he took in Calcutta
and then 5 wickets in Madras during India’s first series victory against England in 1961. Or
the two centuries against West Indies in 1966-67. After a poor run of 11 Tests, he was replaced
by Gundappa Viswanath (no. 7 on our main list). ML Jaisimha (1959-1971; avg 31 in 39
Tests) was the cricketing heartthrob of his time — inherently stylish in everything he did, on
and off the field. Was the first in a line of Hyderabadi cricketing stylists, which later produced
Azharuddin and VVS Laxman. Had some highly substantial moments on the field (such as
74 and 101 in Brisbane 1968, or 33 and 129 vs England in Calcutta 1964) — unfortunately
was consistent both at his best and worst form.

Ramakant Desai (1959-1968; 74 wkts at 37) was India’s best medium pacer of his era. He
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was short (barely 5ft 4’) but powerful enough to carry the pace department for India for most
of the 1960s. With little support at the other end (except for spinners), he was predictably
over-bowled. Budhi Kunderan (1960-1967; avg 33 in 18 Tests; 23 ct, 7 St) was one of
India’s most underrated cricketers who possibly did not get his

due. A fine wicketkeeper batsman, he opened in more than 60 %

of his Test innings, scoring two centuries against England. Perhaps

he was a victim of the same politics and intrigue that has plagued

Indian sport eternally, which made him play his last Test at the

age of 29.

Nawab of Pataudi Jr (1961-1975; avg 35 in 46 Tests) became

Indian captain in just his fourth Test at the age of 21, just months

after he had lost sight of his right eye due to a car accident in

England. His potential as a batsman is therefore difficult to judge fully but to average 35
with just one eye, he must have been pretty special. It is as captain that his major contribution
to Indian cricket was made — not just for the confidence he instilled in the team as a unit,
but also the strategic choices he effected, like playing to the team’s strength always even if
it meant playing three spinners. Captained India in 40 tests (won 9, lost 19 drew 12).
Hanumant Singh (1964-1969; avg 31 in 14 Tests) too had a royal background, but his
gentle, easy demeanor perhaps was not the best accompaniment to his considerable talent.
Many feel he significantly underachieved.

Salim Durrani (1960-1973; avg 25 in 29 Tests; 75 wkts at 35) was the first “rock star” of
Indian cricket. A mercurial player with both bat (left hand dasher) and ball (left arm slow)
— he could turn games around on his own steam, on his day. And there were a few of those
— which made him one of the biggest crowd-pullers of his time, filmstars notwithstanding.
The “we want a six” chant probably originated with him at the crease. Farokh Engineer
(1961-1975; avg 31 in 46 Tests; 66 ct, 16 st) was the premier Indian wicketkeeper batsman
of his time. For someone who set new paradigms for keeping to spinners (like the awesome
guartet) he was no mean bat, as his 94 before lunch against the West Indies (off Hall, Sobers,
Griffith and Gibbs) in 1967 testifies. 55% of his innings were in the opening position —where
he averaged 33.

In the 1970s, India played 64 Tests, winning 17 and losing 19. In 1971, there were two landmark
away series wins, in West Indies and England (both by 1-0). Then, just to prove it was no fluke,
India beat England at home again — 2-1. Unfortunately, this euphoria was somewhat neutralized
in an extreme way with a 0-4 thrashing in England in 1974. Two memorable series followed
against the West Indies in 1975 and 1976 though India lost both (2-3 and 1-2) with an away win
against New Zealand (2-0) in between. India won its first Test in Australia in 1977 (against a
Packer-compromised side), though losing the series 2-3.
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Dilip Sardesai (1961-1972; avg 39 in 30 Tests) In February 1971, Sardesai got his last shot
at Test cricket in West Indies. In his last 5 Tests, he averaged 12, and he hadn’t hita 50 in
6 years. And then, everything changed — starting with 212 in the very first Test. He hit another
century in the next Test — a landmark one — India beat West Indies for the first time in their
backyard, and a legend made his debut in the same Test. Sunil Gavaskar got 774 in the series,
but Sardesai was not far behind with 642. He would play critical knocks of 54 and 40 in the
next landmark win at the Oval too, just six months later — a last hurrah in a career that
perhaps could have reached out for more.

Abid Ali (1967-1974; avg 21 in 29 Tests; 47 wkts at 42) was an effective bits and pieces
cricketer who could be outstanding on his day. For a tidy medium medium-pacer, he made
a dream debut against Australia with 6-55 but for most of his career he was a shine-remover
before the maestro spinners came on. Was an effective lower order batsman. Would have
been a great ODI asset. Eknath Solkar (1969-1977; avg 25 in 27 Tests; 18 wkts at 59) is the
only Indian cricketer in history remembered more as a specialist catcher and fielder than
for any other accomplishment on the field (53 catches in 27 tests, most at short leg — the
best matches-catches ratio in Test history internationally). The 4 spinners counted him as
their closest ally, even more than the wicketkeeper. A useful medium pace bowler and lower
order bat, much like Abid Ali, he too would have been a valued ODI player. Ashok Mankad
(avg 25 in 22 Tests), like most cricketer sons of illustrious fathers (in this case a legend),
suffered immensely in comparison. He batted in all positions between 1 and 8 and never got
established in the side, despite substantial opening partnerships with Gavaskar in West
Indies (1971). Inconsistency (perhaps stemming from uncertainty) finished his international
career before he had got his eye in perhaps (despite 44, 38 and 16 in his last 3 Test innings).
His first-class career (avg 51 in 218 matches) flourished for a while.

S Venkatraghavan (1965-1983; 156 wkts in 57 Tests at 36) was one of the famed spin
quartet, but is considered (by us too) behind the other three.
Ironically, Venkat played longer than any of the four, and more
Tests than Prasanna — the preferred off-spinner over him for the
most part. He was also Indian captain for the 1979 tour to England
(and the first two ODI World Cups) and vice-captain during the
twin overseas triumphs of 1971. His overall bowling average of 36
and away bowling average of 44 belie his status as a fine spinner
who would perhaps have made his place in most international
teams. Between 1993 and 2004, he was also a highly respected
international umpire.

Ajit Wadekar (1966-1974; avg 31 in 37 Tests) was immortalized
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because of the hat trick of series victories between 1971 and 1973 against West Indies and
England, when he was Indian captain. He was very lucky that a bunch of hugely talented
players established themselves during his reign which definitely reflected in the results (most
notably Gavaskar, Viswanath and the quartet of spinners). As a batsman, he played some
fine innings and occupied the no. 3 position with success. He tended

to get bogged down as captain though (averaged 27 with the bat

as captain) and the disastrous England series of 1974 ended his

career on a sad, and perhaps undeserving, low. Both the highs and

lows of his career caused over-reactions amongst the Indian public,

the media and the cricket administration. A sign of things to come

perhaps.

Chetan Chauhan (1969-1981; avg 32 in 40 Tests) is best known

for being Gavaskar’s opening partner from the mid 1970s to 1981.

Doughty and obstinate, he maximized his relatively modest talents

to produce many memorable moments with his more illustrious partner — they’re still the
most successful opening pair in Indian cricket history. Despite scoring over 2000 Test runs,
he never made a century. Karsan Ghavri (1974-1981; avg 21 in 39 Tests; 109 wkts at 34)
was that rarity in the 1970s — an Indian medium pacer. His best moments came when Kapil
Dev established himself at the other end; he even flowered as a batsman for a while. At his
best, he was slippery and quite a handful as a bowler, attacking and useful as a batsman.
Yajurvindra Singh (1977-1979; avg 18 in 4 tests; 11ct) took 7 catches in his first Test to
equal a fielding world record, which remains the only thing of note he got a chance to do.

Anshuman Gaekwad (1974-1985; avg 30 in 40 Tests) had guts and patience, two qualities
that came in extremely handy as an opening batsman in an era without helmets or bouncer
restrictions. Best remembered for the 11 hours he spent at the crease for his 201 against
Pakistan in 1983 — the slowest double hundred in history till then. He was also Gavaskar’s
opening partner besides Chauhan and later Srikkanth. Brijesh Patel (1974-1977; avg 29
in 21 Tests) was a dashing batsman of considerable quality (as was evidenced amply in the
1976 tour of West Indies). A suspected weakness to pace and swing was never really proved
either way, as he was dropped before he got a chance to settle the issue conclusively.

In the 1980s, India played 81 Tests, winning 11 and losing 21. The euphoria of the previous
decade carried through in 1981 when India drew a series in Australia for the first time (1-
1). There was also an away series win in England in 1986, but other than that, the team
that reached the pinnacle of ODI cricket (twice — in England and Australia), did not have
great Test results.

Dilip Doshi (1979-1983; 114 wkts in 33 Tests at 31) was unfortunate to make his debut only
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at the age of 32, thanks to the spin quartet’s hold in the Indian cricket scene. Only after the
departure of Bedi did he break in, and had considerable success with his orthodox left-
armers, reaching 100 wickets in just 28 Tests. Sadly, his alleged rift with Gavaskar (despite
introducing his future wife to him) torpedoed his career. His overseas bowling average of
41 could also have played a part. Shivlal Yadav (1979-1987; 102 wkts in 35 Tests at 35) was
a hard trier, a steady and reliable off-spinner. Operating with Doshi for the first part of his
career and with Shastri later, Yadav was good at bowling long spells and keeping things
guiet. He did enjoy some solo bowling glory, but not with enough consistency.

Syed Kirmani (1976-1986; avg 27 in 88 Tests; 160 ct, 38 st) is
till date India’s finest ever wicket-keeper and the man Dhoni has
to overtake to be the best in his field. It's some way off though
because Kirmani’s 88-Test career began with exemplary keeping
to the quartet of spinners at their best and ended with keeping to
Kapil Dev with as much distinction. In between, he set new standards
as keeper and was no mean batsman either — with 2 Test hundreds
and 12 fifties to show for those efforts. Dhoni is of course ahead
on the batting stakes (and is captain too) but if he can last out as
a keeper without dropping his standards as long as Kirmani did,
it may just be his biggest achievement.

Madan Lal (1974-1986; avg 23 in 39 Tests; 71 wkts at 40) was another medium pacer-
middle/ lower order batsman who played some very useful support roles right through his
career. A 5-21 to complement Kapil Dev’s 5-70 to win against England in 1981 still remains
his most significant Test bowling moment, and with the bat it was his 74 when India was
85-6 against Pakistan in 1983. Most famous though for his prominent role in the 1983 ODI
World Cup. Roger Binny (1979-1987; avg 23 in 27 Tests; 47 wkts at 33) was another useful
bits-and-pieces player whose medium pace swing bowling could be quite a handful in helpful
conditions (England 1983, for one). Played a few aggressive knocks in the middle order
during the 1980s and bowled some excellent spells right through his Test career. Yashpal
Sharma (1979-1983; avg 33 in 37 Tests) is best known for being prolific at the 1983 World
Cup. A determined batsman with a refreshing fighting spirit. He played some fine hands for
the Indian middle order during his 5-year international career, none more memorable than
the 316-run partnership with Viswanath, when both of them played out an entire day in the
middle (much like Laxman-Dravid 2001) though the match was a high-scoring draw.

Krish Srikkanth (1981-1992; avg 30 in 43 Tests) was a loveable, eccentric opener who

made cricket match tickets value for money when he got going. Audacious and devastating
when he got going and was in his element, ridiculous and wasteful when he did not. Sehwag
without the consistency. Had considerable ODI success, though consistency was a problem
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there too. Captained India in one Test series (against Pakistan) when Tendulkar made his
international debut. Sandeep Patil (1980-1984; avg 37 in 29 Tests) remains one of the
greatest underachievers in Indian cricket. He was a special talent

as was evident from his remarkable innings of 174 against Lillee

and Pascoe of Australia (in 1981, after being felled for a superb

65 by a bouncer in the Test before) and 129* against England a

year later when he famously hit Willis for 6 fours in one over. His

aggressive and decisive batting was a great addition to the team

in the early 1980s. There were centuries against Sri Lanka and

Pakistan too but sadly he never fulfilled the obvious talent he had.

A troubled personal life and too many off-field pre-occupations

(including singing pop and film-acting) waylaid him. He had considerable success as a coach
later though.

Ravi Shastri (1981-1992; avg 36 in 80 Tests; 151 wkts at 41) was an exemplary cricketer
in that he optimised his ability with an iron will and harnessed his limited talents to achieve
considerable success. He began as a middle-order (right-hand) bat but was promoted as an
opener (averaged 44 in that position). An average of 78 against Australia in 9 Tests suggested
his appetite for worthwhile challenges. His left arm slow orthodox bowling was functional
but effective, sometimes surprisingly successful. He flourished in ODI cricket too (especially
in the 1985 World Championship, where he was Man-of-the-Tournament). A cutting-edge
strategist, he was perhaps the best captain India never had (captained 1 Test against West
Indies, which India won).

Two other promising talents from the 1985 ODI World Championship in Australia surprisingly
did not do much in Test cricket. L Sivaramakrishnan (1983-1986; 26 wkts in 9 Tests at
44) had looked like the next great find with his photogenic leg breaks. He got 23 wickets in
his first Test series against England (at the astonishing age of 17) and then looked lethal in
Australia during the above-mention ODI tournament. But he could not handle the attendant
pressures of fame, dramatically lost form and faded away as quickly as he had arrived.
Sadanand Viswanath (1985-1985; 31 runs in 3 Tests; 11 ct) had looked like a very exciting
wicket-keeping find in Australia but somehow just couldn’t get it together in Test cricket
when given the chance (though he did take 6 catches in his last Test match). Somehow his
aggressive exciting persona never found an expression in the whites.

Contrary to the stereotyped notion of the Sikhs as India’s most martial community, they did
not produce aggressive robust fast bowlers but three of the finest spinners the country has
seen. Bishen Bedi, Harbhajan Singh and Maninder Singh (1982-1993; 88 wkts in 35 Tests
at 37). Unlike the other two however, Maninder under-achieved. He had some magic moments
(like the ten wicket hauls against Pakistan and Sri Lanka, and consistent performances in
the 1986 winning tour of England) with his delightful loop and rip off the pitch, but somehow
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wasn’t consistent and eventually lost his mojo and his place. Narendra Hirwani (1988-
1996; 66 wkts in 17 Tests at 30) had the greatest start by an Indian Test bowler till date —
16 wickets in his first Test (against West Indies, on an under-prepared pitch), 8 in his second,
7 in his third, 5 in his fourth (all against New Zealand in India)...and it was rapidly downhill
thereafter as soon as he went to the West Indies and elsewhere. His leg breaks and googlies
lost their bite so emphatically that it makes one wonder if the seeds of preparing overly spin-
friendly wickets in the 1990s were sown because of Hirwani’s flash-in-the-pan success.

Navjot Sidhu (1983-1999; avg 42 in 51 Tests) was India’s best opening batsman between
Gavaskar and Sehwag. He began as a cautious stonewaller but gradually developed into an
aggressive and adventurous stokeplayer, particularly fond of lofting spinners over their head
(his similar treatment of Warne in 1998 kick-started India’s dominance in that series). Just
three Test failures in a row (in Zimbabwe and New Zealand) ended his career, perhaps
slightly prematurely. Manoj Prabhakar (1984-1995; avg 33 in 39 Tests; 96 wkts at 37)
opened the batting and bowling for India in the 1990s for a while. An excellent foil to Kapil
Dev initially, Srinath later, his swinging deliveries and a deceptive slower one brought him
some moments of success. Always more a support act than a lead player, his best Test innings
was a gutsy 120 against West Indies on a lively Mohali pitch as opener. Sanjay Manjrekar
(1987-1996; avg 37 in 37 Tests) had a great start to Test cricket — centuries in West Indies
and Pakistan, the second series itself yielding 569 runs in 4 Tests at 95. His talent was
indisputable but an obsession with technical perfection (by his own admission later) weighed
him down mentally to the extent where he lost his touch and focus. He eventually tried to
do the job the other established batsman in the side were unwilling to do — of opening the
innings, and despite a useful 34 against South Africa in his last Test was not picked again,
perhaps unfairly.

Kiran More (1986-1993; avg 26 in 49 Tests; 110 ct, 20 st) replaced Kirmani as wicket-
keeper with reasonable success. Had a great beginning in India’s winning tour of England
in 1986 where he contributed consistently with the bat too. His infectious energy and never-
say-die spirit made him a valuable member of the side, and he was rewarded with the vice-
captaincy in 1990 when he had another outstanding series in New Zealand. He lost batting
touch somewhere at the end of 1992 and never quite got it back. Nayan Mongia (1994-
2001; avg 24 in 44 Tests, 99 ct, 8 st) replaced More and had a fruitful period as India’s
premier wicket-keeper. The big highlight of his career was the 152 he scored as an opener
against Australia in 1996 — the only century he scored and the only MoM he received in
Tests. He played many useful support innings and kept very competently right through his
career. But sadly, his term ended in controversy with questions asked about his commitment
and his suspected involvement in match-fixing which was never proved.

In the 1990s, India played 69 Tests, winning 18 and losing 20. This is the decade when
India became lions at home and lambs abroad, their only away win being in Sri Lanka
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(1993). Meanwhile, they played 30 Tests in India, winning 17, losing 5 and completing
home series wins against every country except South Africa and Pakistan.

Pravin Amre (1992-1993; avg 43 in 11 Tests) is perhaps the most unfairly treated Indian
cricketer in the modern era. His century in South Africa in his debut Test (1992) seemed to
signal the arrival of a major talent, as he handled a fiery South African attack led by Donald
after walking in at 38-4. There were three consecutive fifties in the next series against
England, and in the next two Tests in Sri Lanka he averaged 29. But bizarrely, he was dropped
from the Test side. He played a few ODIs after, and even made a high pressure 48 against
South Africa in the Hero Cup semi-final but was dropped soon from that side too. He
continued playing first class cricket and averaged 49 in 86 matches when he finished in
2001. The politics and intrigue of Indian cricket’s first three decades have claimed victims
in this era too, none more significant than Amre.

Vinod Kambli (1993-1995; avg 54 in 17 Tests) is another example of unfulfilled talent but
this time it was self-inflicted. Right through his career, he had always had great starts — like
the 664-run partnership with Tendulkar in school cricket, or the six he hit off the very first
ball he faced in his first Ranji Trophy match. He took it forward in Tests too with back-to-
back double hundreds against England and Zimbabwe in 1993 and then consecutive hundreds
in Sri Lanka four months later. Perhaps he was nouveau riche on fame and was ODing on
the attention he got, but when his game inevitably dropped (he was human after all) he did
not have the mental strength or the resolve to collect himself and get back on track. 7 Tests
without a fifty and he was gone.

Venkatpathy Raju (1990-2001; 93 wkts in 28 Tests at 31) was a great support act to
Kumble during the phase when all home series were expected to be won. At times, he even
overshadowed the mainstay and produced some magic spells — like against Sri Lanka and
then West Indies in 1994, both at home. He fell away after that, as his consistency dropped,
and except for an excellent complementary performance with Kumble against Australia in
Chennai 1998, he faded away gradually.

Rajesh Chauhan (1993-1998; 37 wkts in 21 Tests at 40) was the third in the ostensible
spin trio formed with Kumble and Raju. Very emphatically a support act, the wily off-
spinner played his part competently but was not a force on his own.

In the 2000s, India played 97 Tests, winning 37 and losing 27, going ahead for the first

time in win-loss ratio. Led by Ganguly, the Indian team competed more than ever before
in its history, especially abroad, with series draws in Australia and England, and a series
win in Pakistan. The India-Australia Test series of 2001 at home (one of the finest in Test
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history, if not the finest) was the turning point — India competed with the world's best team
right through the decade. Later, Dravid led India to series wins in West Indies (2006) and
England (2007) and the first Test win in South Africa (2006).

Venkatesh Prasad (1996-2001; 93 wkts in 33 Tests at 35) made a thrilling debut in England
and looked to form a genuine pace pair with Srinath. He was lethal in swinging conditions
and with his dual movement (often with the old ball) and slower ball, provided more variation
in a single Indian pace bowler than most before him. His most celebrated spell was 5-0
against Pakistan in Chennai 1999, a famous match that India almost won. He was somewhat
inconsistent after that in Tests (maybe a throwback to constant ODI cricket) and his last
hurrah was a match-winning 5-72 vs Sri Lanka, sadly his second-last Test match. Ajit
Agarkar (1998-2006; avg 17 in 26 Tests; 58 wkts at 47) was a pace bowling all-rounder
with undeniable talent but very modest results to show for it in Tests. Despite a sparkling
Test century at Lord’s in 2002 (when the match was all but dead), he could always be relied
upon to fail during a crisis. Despite a match-winning spell of 6-41 at Adelaide in 2003, he
was hopelessly inconsistent with the ball. An obvious aversion to pressure-situations made
him too iffy (as his surname suggests when translated from Hindi) too often, which explains
his poor Test figures.

Besides pace bowling, opening batting was a consistent hole in the Indian teams of the 1990s.
Two cricketers can count themselves unfortunate to not have stayed in the mix longer.
Sadagoppan Ramesh (1999-2001; avg 38 in 19 Tests) seemed to have filled the gap very
emphatically when he averaged 56 after his first 14 innings, all in the sub-continent. A media
assessment that he could not use his feet was refuted by him with consistent scores even if
not in Sehwagesque proportion. He got starts but didn’t convert, they criticized. But his
consistency in getting starts was not ordinary at all — in his last Test, Ramesh scored 46 and
51 in Colombo in a losing cause, but still found himself out of the team. His captain Ganguly,
often credited with supporting good talents, is also equally guilty of
throwing away players like Ramesh and the two to follow. Shiv Sunder
Das (2000-2002; avg 35 in 23 Tests) was a genuine opener in the mould
of Gavaskar. He played some fine innings — most memorably an 84
against Australia in the high-pressure series decider at Chennai in 2001.
Though he failed to convert starts even more regularly than Ramesh, it
can be argued he wasn’t given a long enough rope. The most tragic moment
in his career would have to be the aftermath of the double century he
scored on tour in England in 2002, but wasn’t picked for the Tests because
a makeshift opener in Sanjay Bangar (who also bowled a bit) was preferred to him. It broke
his spirit perhaps and he never made the national squad after that.

Aakash Chopra (2003-2004; avg 23 in 10 Tests), a technically correct opener started
impressively — scores of 42, 31, 60 and 52 in his first 2 Tests against New Zealand at home.
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As Sehwag’s opening partner in Australia, his job was to see off the
new ball and stay there in the middle, which he did in 5 of the 8
innings he played (avg 23 but faced 539 balls in all). After a
stonewalling 42 in Pakistan, Ganguly publicly announced his
dissatisfaction with Chopra’s strike rate — which seemed to severely
unsettle him. He was replaced by makeshift opener Yuvraj Singh
(who could not deliver outside his comfort zone) after failing in the
next Test and was recalled later in the year against Australia but
did not reach double figures in the next 4 innings he played. Despite
scoring heavily and consistently in the domestic circuit, he has not made it back to the
national side.

There are players like Murali Kartik (2000-2004 - may still come back; 24 wickets in 8
Tests at 34) who were unfortunate to be consigned to the fringes too often. Ganguly is
supposed to have treated the slow left-armer shabbily right through his career (and yet
picked him and Aakash Chopra for his IPL team, as if to make amends) despite glimpses of
considerable promise that suggested he could push either Harbhajan or even Kumble for a
place. Wasim Jaffer (2000-2008 — could be back; avg 34 in 31 Tests) has always looked
the genuine opening batsman, and when on song — as good as anybody who has ever wielded
the willow. Elegance, class, timing — he seemed to have all going for him. But underneath
that assurance when things were going well, there always seemed to be a strange fragility
when things were not. Rarely reliable under pressure, despite many (well-deserved) chances,
he could not cement his place with the dependability required in that position. A good
example of how talent is not the be-all in international cricket.

Parthiv Patel (2002-2008; avg 30 in 20 Tests; 41 ct, 8 st) was the youngest wicket-keeper
in Test history when he made his debut at 17. In his very first match, he batted for an hour
and a half to score 19* in a fragile situation and helped take India to safety. He would play
other useful innings in the future but his keeping would deteriorate to the extent where even
now there are people who blame his lapses for the 4th Test and the series that India did not
win in Sydney 2004. It is to his credit that he’s fought back to be in the scheme of things
again (and even played in 2008) but with Dhoni and Karthik around, his chances will be
very limited. Ashish Nehra (1999-2004; 44 wkts in 17 Tests at 42) was one of India’s most
promising (left-arm) medium pacers around when he came onto the scene. But nagging
injuries and the attendant inconsistency finished off his career before he had really hit his
stride - a pity because at his best, he was, as his captain Ganguly said, a “serious bowler”.

Irfan Pathan (2003-2008 — hopefully still current; avg 31 in 29 Tests; 100 wkts at 32)
gave visions of a worthy replacement to Kapil Dev’s formidable all-rounder shoes. At his
best, he seemed so destructive, both with bat and ball that it seemed a foregone conclusion.
He produced many great moments, like the stunning yorker that bowled Gilchrist in Sydney



HoldingWilley

Beyond the 20

2004, or the all-bowled hat trick in the first 3 balls of the Karachi

Test in 2006, or the MoM he picked up in the significant Perth

victory of 2008. As his batting improved (by leaps and bounds)

his bowling gradually lost its sting. In conditions that did not favour

swing, he has seemed alarmingly ineffectual a lot of the time. But

age is on his side and his seemingly uncomplicated temperament

a blessing. He should be back. Another talented cricketer worth

looking out for is Dinesh Karthik (2004-2008 — hopefully still

current; avg 29 in 21 Tests; 46 ct 5 st) is perhaps just plain unlucky

that he has to compete with Dhoni for the wicketkeeper’s spot.

Ironic, given how frenetic the search for a wicketkeeper-batsman had become before they
both came on the scene. He impressed in South Africa in 2006 with his clear-headed decisive
batting when more celebrated names dithered in self-doubt. With Dhoni as the first choice
keeper, Kartik even became a specialist opener, with considerable success (avg 41 in 8 Tests)
but now with Sehwag and Gambhir established there, is out of the side. A good man to have
on the bench no doubt.

When it comes to bench strength, nowhere has it been more welcome than in the pace
bowling department. Suddenly, out of the blue, a posse of medium pacers have emerged —
competition amongst whom to secure a national place has led to some welcome results for
India, especially abroad. With Zaheer Khan back as the premier pacer, forming an effective
combination with these bowlers might hold the key to India’s further progress to the Test
summit.

S Sreesanth (50 wkts in 14 Tests at 31) bowled one of India’s most memorable Test spells
in South Africa in 2006 (his occasionally unplayable swing bowling got him 5-40 and helped
dismiss SA for an unbelievable 84) and won India its first Test there. There have been other
moments of magic too, but somehow, his high-strung temperament (which leads him to
indulge in bizarrely corny antics sometimes) threatens to waylay him every now and then.

Munaf Patel (28 wkts in 9 Tests at 34) also has a fragile temperament overseeing serious
talent. Amongst these four bowlers, Munaf is perhaps the fastest and most effective when
he’s fully tuned in, but unfortunately, that happens only once in a while. If his team-mates
and coaching staff can keep him motivated and focused more often, he could be the star of
the future. RP Singh (40 wkts in 13 Tests at 39) has fitness and consistency issues but is
guite a match-winner on his day, as his spells at Lord’s (2007) and Perth (2008) testify.
Despite a fine start in international cricket, he has tended to lose his way a bit. But his youth
(Just 23 still) and a healthy team environment (including a captain who believes in him)
should still help him play to optimum levels. Ishant Sharma (44 wkts in 15 Tests at 32)
is widely considered to be the most promising of the lot. With good reason too, as he has
been developing and improving very tangibly since that once-in-a-lifetime spell that troubled,
set-up and dismissed Ponting in Perth (January 2008). His Man-of-the-Series award in the
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recent Australian defeat suggests a consistency and upward trend that is rare in Indian
cricket — hopefully he will be very carefully handled by the authorities and the team.

The five cricketers most likely to get into the Top 20 list at some point are MS Dhoni,
Harbhajan Singh, Zaheer Khan, Gautam Gambhir and Yuvraj Singh.

India has never been stronger in world cricket as now, and the future looks bright under MS
Dhoni.
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Five for the future

Here are five players from the current lot who stand at the edge of a spot in
the pantheon of India’s top 20 cricketing greats, who haven't quite made it yet,
but are likely to if they keep up their present high standards of performance.

Illustrations by Shriya Ghate
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1) Mahendra Singh Dhoni

Averages 36 in 35 Test matches.
Away average is 34.
Has won 4 out of 5 matches as captain.

Has 81 catches and 17 stumpings as wicket-keeper.

Dhoni's great promise for the future stems from the gigantic evolutionary steps
he has taken as a cricketer. His rise from a (perceived) wild, long-haired,
muscle-bound slogger who was good for a few tonks to a sophisticated, calm
captain with a highly evolved cricketing mind has been stunning. All this in
addition to being India's best wicket-keeper-batsman ever. There are enough
cues that can be interpreted to believe that he is going to be a serious force in
world cricket who can take India to its next era, a plane above the space that
Ganguly got the team into. Why isn't he on the Top 20 list, then? It's just too
soon. With 35 tests under his belt, and only 5 of them as captain, he needs to
go on for a little longer before he can displace any of those currently above
him.

In

2) Harbhajan Singh

Has 314 wickets in 74 matches at an average of 31.

However, his away average slips down by many notches to 40.
Has 22 five wicket hauls in 74 matches, Kumble has 35 in 132.
Averages 21 in matches India has won.

Took 32 wickets against Australia in 3 Tests for (get average) in 2001.

Harbhajan Singh is a tough name to leave out of the Top 20 list. He is one of
only two of the durable spinners India has had in the last two decades who
can be categorized as 'World Class'. What goes against him is his terrible record
abroad - worse than that of Kumble's. In addition to that is his relative
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inconsistency; he has seldom reached the heights he has shown he can at his
best. Though 2001 is a difficult act to repeat for anyone, Harbhajan is too much
of a “confidence bowler” — brilliant when he gets into his groove, very mediocre
when he doesn’t. Not roadblocks that can't be overcome, and at 28 he is only
reaching what is generally perceived to be the peak period for spinners. To top
it, with 314 test wickets already in his bag, there is reason to believe that he
will break into this list in the future on sheer force of numbers.

N

3) Zaheer Khan

Has 197 wickets in 62 matches at an average of 34.
His otherwise high average improves to 25 in matches India has won.
His away average is 32.

Has played only 62 out of the 94 Test matches India has played since his debut.

Zaheer Khan has probably contributed more to Indian cricket than is apparent.
In the Pakistan-like flood of quality fast bowlers who have cropped up in the
last five years he has been the most consistent of the lot. He has delivered
crucial five wicket hauls, though the best of them have come in losing causes.
However, there have been too many breaks (no pun intended) due to injuries,
and these have never really allowed him to gather full steam. Statistically he
Is good but not overwhelming, and it is difficult to pinpoint how much of the
blame for this can be attributed to fitness issues which weren't entirely under
his control. He still has enough time to make good the opportunities missed,
and a few more years of consistent, injury-free toil could see him rise in his
position in Indian cricket.
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categorized as 'World Class'. What goes against him is his terrible record abroad
- worse than that of Kumble's. In addition to that is his relative inconsistency;
he has seldom reached the heights he has shown he can at his best. Though
2001 is a difficult act to repeat for anyone, Harbhajan is too much of a
“confidence bowler” — brilliant when he gets into his groove, very mediocre
when he doesn’t. Not roadblocks that can't be overcome, and at 28 he is only
reaching what is generally perceived to be the peak period for spinners. To top
it, with 314 test wickets already in his bag, there is no reason to believe that
he won't break into this list in the future on sheer force of numbers.

N

4) Gautam Gambhir

1826 runs in 22 matches at an average of 49.
1134 of these runs have come in 2008, at an average of 71.

In matches India has won his average drops down to 41.

Gautam Gambhir has emerged, somewhat unexpectedly, as a serious force at
the top of the order in the past two years. With Sehwag he has forged a
rambunctious, aggressive opening pair that makes opponents regard battering
rams and headaches as happy experiences, the sort of impact the world has
associated with Hayden and Langer. He has shrugged off the tentative start
he had in international cricket and an inherent weakness of walking across
the stumps and making for an easy LBW candidate is now seen as a problem
dealt with and forgotten. If he continues in this vein in the times to come, he
should be slowly coming closer to the glorified heights that his friend and
present opening partner currently occupies.
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5) Yuvraj Singh

Has scored 1262 runs in 25 matches at an average of 36.
His away average drops to 29.
In 25 out of his 40 innings he has scores of under 25.

In the remaining 15 innings he has 5 fifties and 3 hundreds.

Yuvraj Singh entered international cricket in 1999, and made his Test debut
in 2004. In this period if he had done all that his talent is capable of doing, he
would have been pushing for a spot in the top 10 of the main list. For clearly,
in terms of sheer talent and natural, magic brilliance, he is right up there in
the same space as Laxman and Tendulkar. That he has not delivered consistently
Is one of India's (and his own) biggest losses. His chequered career as a Test
batsman can be partly attributed to reasons not entirely his fault - he was
pushed to open in one of the few chances he got, he had to jostle for space with
the ‘Fab-four’ at a time when he would have walked in to most other middle-
order line-ups in the world. But it is also true that he hasn't made the most of
the chances he has got. Things seem to be changing though- he has steadied
and grown as an ODI batsman. If he can carry that forward to the Tests, and
he is likely to get plenty of opportunities now that vacancies are opening up
in the middle order, he should be in the Top 20 in a few years time.

N
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India’s top five ODI players

The nature of the beast is
such that One Day cricket
Is played in larger volumes,
grabs more attention and is
in focus more than Tests,
or at least, so it has been till
the advent of T20. Itis not
surprising, therefore, to find
that a player's ODI
performances often cloud
judgements when people
evaluate his Test career.

Besides paying tribute to

the greats who have made

huge contributions to

India's ODI history, the idea
behind this list is also to make this distinction between India's greatest Test
players, and India's greatest ODI players very clear. The parameters and
seriousness with which these rankings are done remain the same as with the
Test rankings. The difference, of course, is that this list is just a snapshot, and
perhaps sometime in the future we will go into a more detailed exercise
honouring many more names.
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1) Sachin Tendulkar (1989 - current)

In 419 ODIs, he averages 44 (16442 runs).

His strike rate is 85.
Home average is 46.
Away average is 43.
Averages 57 in matches won (211 matches).

Tendulkar has been India's premier force in One Day Internationals, and it is
difficult to find arguments against that. The sheer weight of his statistics and
records against all countries and opposition is overwhelming - he has the most
number of ODIs, runs, centuries and Man of the Matches in the world under
his belt. Unlike in Tests, he has taken India to victory in several One Day
matches, opening the batting and setting the tone for the game. In 12.4% of
the total number of matches he has played, India has won the game with him
being the Man of the Match. Don't bother with the Maths - the specific number
Is a stunning 52. His performance in the finals of tournaments is an interesting
story - his average in the 38 tournament finals that he has played is 53, and
in the 15 that India won, it goes up to 100. Much of these, however, have come
before 2001, after which came a string of 8 continuous poor scores in finals,
though his average since then is a healthy 45. His big failing, to whatever extent
his role has been in it, is that he has never won India a World Cup.

-
2) Sourav Ganguly (1992 - 2007)

In 311 ODIs, he averaged 41(11363 runs).

His strike rate was 74.
Home average was 44.
Away average was 40.
Averaged 55 in matches won (149 matches).

Add aggression and extended success as a captain (52% in 146 matches) to the
recipe of artistic play already possessed by the left-hander and stir it with the
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success that he has cooked up and you get close to capturing Ganguly’s impact
in India’s ODI history. If Ganguly was a Tiger chained lightly by his own
limitations in Test matches, in ODIs he was let loose, all ferocious intent and
arrogant ambition. Though the problems against fast, short bowling remained
they were dealt with more emphatically than in Tests— he averaged 56 in
matches India won abroad. You could sense that the Prince was in his Kingdom,
at ease, free and fluid. As a captain he was rapacious, winning 52% of his
matches (the highest in India’s history as of then). This percentage becomes
more significant when you take into account the fact that he took over from
Tendulkar, whose success rate was at a two-decade low of 32%. Given his
performances, Ganguly would probably have walked into most ODI World
Xl's of the early 2000's.

N

3) Mohammad Azharuddin (1985-2000)

In 334 ODIs, he averaged 40 (9378 runs).

His strike rate was 74.
Home average was 44.
Away average was 40.
Averaged 48 in matches won (160 matches).

Azhar was the bulwark of the Indian middle order in the 1990s, steady,
consistent and durable. A key role played by him was to support the forward
thrusts provided by Tendulkar at the top of the order. The importance of his
role grows in light of the fact that in the 1990s India seldom had the problem
of plenty with middle-order hitmen that it does now. Chasing was seen as the
biggest of several weaknesses the Indian team had and Azhar emerges as one
of the leading crusaders who tried to change this. In matches India has won
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batting second, he averages 57. He had nineteen unbeaten 30+ scores in India’s
wins while chasing. He still had his problems abroad, particularly in Australia,
though his away average was 39. All said, Azhar is one of the biggest figures
in India's ODI history.

N

4) Kapil Dev (1978-1994)
& Rahul Dravid (1996-2007)

Two Indian legends are tied here, and no amount of re-evaluations, research
and re-thinking yields a clear winner. Both players have made great contributions
in roles and areas that are different from each other. Comparing performances
in these roles requires a certain amount of approximation and generalization.
In the case of these two players, their contributions in their respective capacities
to the team are such that beyond a point, the lines blur. To illustrate, Kapil
Dev has good figures as a bowler, but Dravid has greater figures as a batsman.
Kapil, however, has won India games with the bat as well, while Dravid's overall
contributions in the games India has won matches up to Kapil's figures with
both the bat and the ball in winning causes. Kapil won India the World Cup
as captain, Dravid is India's second-most successful ODI captain (just overtaken
by Dhoni). Dravid's enormously successful dual role as wicket-keeper (averaging
44 as batsman in those games; in winning matches as keeper he averaged 65
in 37 matches) is impossible to overlook. There is little to pick in the MoMs (9
for Kapil against 12 for Dravid). All said, the fairest thing to do seems to be to
give them both the 4th spot.
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Kapil Dev (1978-1994)

In 225 ODIs, he averaged 24 with the bat (3783 runs) and 27 with the ball (253 wickets).

His strike rate was 95.

Home average was 25 with bat and 27 with ball.

Away average was 23 with bat and 28 with ball.

Averaged 29 with bat and 24 with ball in matches won (103 matches).

Kapil Dev with the toothy grin carrying the big, silver Prudential Cup is an
Image that inspires a vast haze of pride and mutual back-patting amongst
Indian cricket fans, but it also hides under its shadows some of Kapil's
inadequacies as an ODI player. His bowling average has to be taken seriously
- 253 wickets at an average of 27 by a fast bowler in a period in India where
spinners dominated the scene such that you couldn't stretch your limbs without
poking one of them in the eye is great stuff. As a batsman he has played some
great match-winning knocks (175* vs. Zimbabwe in the World Cup, 72 in 38
balls vs West Indies in Guyana 1983, 54* in 37 balls vs New Zealand in the
semi-finals of the World Championship of Cricket in 1985). But it is difficult
to put aside the feeling that he could have done more than what his batting
average of 24 suggests. There have only been 15 matches out of 225 where he
has scored 25 or more runs and taken 2 or more wickets, and of these India
has only won 8. Still it cannot be denied that he was India’s premier all-rounder
even in this form of the game where the bits-and-pieces cricketer gets an easier
passport to be spoken of in the same breath as genuine all-rounders, and his
combined contribution with bat and ball is immense.

N
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Rahul Dravid (1996-2007)

f2In 333 ODIs, he averaged 40 (10585 runs).

His strike rate was 71.

Home average was 43.

Away average was 38.

Averaged 52 in matches won (157 matches).

Itis in ODIs that the sobriquet 'The Wall' most grossly misrepresents Rahul
Dravid, for he was anything but a rigid, unflexible arrangement of bricks.
Dravid started out as a slow, intense, bogged down individual in the middle
order who just couldn't get a move on. That he has since gone to assume varied
roles such as a brisk, consistent accumulator of runs to a quick, precise,
chanceless finisher of the innings, to even being a decent wicket-keeper, is
proof to one of his lesser-celebrated traits - adaptability. He has, would you
believe it, the (joint) second-fastest 50 by an Indian batsman in ODIs (off 22
balls, against a hapless New Zealand), to back these claims up, along with a
success rate of 53% as captain. His contribution to India’s ODI wins has been
enormous - he has 10,509 runs and 93 innings of 50+ scores. A fact that goes
largely unnoticed is that he was the highest run scorer from amongst all
countries in the 1999 World Cup. The demons that haunted him in Test cricket
seemed to carry on to the 50-over format as well - too intense, tries too hard,
gets bogged down too often, all problems that came to the fore in the last few
months he played ODI cricket. Still, for the huge role he played in delivering
India frequent successes in ODIs, and the giant leaps he made in areas outside
his comfort zone, he deserves a high ranking and due credit.

N
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HONOURABLE MENTIONS

A name that comes close to making it to the above list but misses out is Anil
Kumble, who has been a steady, stellar performer for more than a decade, finishing
with 337 wickets at an average of 31. It is difficult to place him above the rest though,
chiefly on account of the fact that unlike in Tests he has seldom been the spearhead
or single-handedly won India too many matches. His friend from Bangalore,
Javagal Srinath, also comes close. He has been instrumental in India's limited
successes abroad, and there is a lot more than Indian cricket could have done with
his achievements had they had the backup bowlers to take things forward. MS
Dhoni, and his lieutenant Yuvraj Singh, are leaders of Indian ODI cricket today,
and the years they have spent growing into this role and their accompanying
achievements brings them close to this list. They are now a twin force in the middle
order, punching and counter-punching opponents in tandem and in sync, regularly
altering the flow of the match. In 41 matches as captain, Dhoni has a winning
percentage of 60, the highest by any Indian captain. His contributions to winning
causes are immense — he averages 72 in the matches India has won. Yuvraj has
6466 runs, but has been inconsistent with an average of 37. Yuvraj however, has
several match-changing performances to his credit, and if he keeps up his recent
run of form, he should get a lot closer to utilizing his immense natural talent than
he is now.






