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Celebrating sport
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osting the Olympic 
Games is always expen-
sive. No one will 
probably ever know how 
much it cost to host the 
2008 edition in Beijing, 
but London 2012, it is 
estimated, has overshot

the original budget of $2.3 billion by 
quite a bit. Maybe even four times the 
original bid. 

So what? So what, even if these 
are tough times across the world, 
especially Europe? The returns are 
usually good enough to make it 
all worthwhile. As British Culture 
Secretary Jeremy Hunt is quoted as 
saying in Forbes, “You can take two 
attitudes to the Olympics. You can 
say, these are times of austerity, and 
therefore we should pare them down 
as much as possible. Or you can say, 
because these are times of austerity, 
we need to do everything we possibly 
can to harness the opportunity.”

To the sports addict, with little 
or no interest in the business side of 
things, all that matters is watching 
Usain Bolt break yet another world 
record. The larger picture is ten 
seconds (or much less) of hysteria, 
followed by nothing much. To the 
non-fan, that’s the part that counts.

In this special section on the 
Olympic Games in Biblio, we focus 
on writing that celebrates sport, 
celebrates the Olympics, and also 
look at the economic and social 
repercussions of the quadrennial 
show. What does it mean for the 
athlete — not just the ones that walk 
away in glory, but also the ones who 
only manage to make the trip to the 
Olympics? What about the locals 
— are they excited or is it a burden 
they can’t wish away? What about the 
tourists? And, of course, what about 
India; what’s in it for the largest 
democracy in the world, that has little 
– close to nothing, in fact – to show 
for its years at the Olympics?

As Brian Stoddart tells you in 
his essay: “It once used to be about 
sports.” Stoddart breaks down the 
complicated questions to stitch 
together a simple one: What is it that 
drives otherwise sane national and 
civic officials to spend billions of 
dollars to disrupt their cities for about 
seven years simply to host a two-week 
sports competition? Stoddart uses 
empirical evidence to try and reach a 
conclusion, even if he is puzzled by 
one fact: “As almost all the earlier 
hosts have discovered, the ‘legacy’ of 
the expensive London event is likely 
to be illusory, no matter the promises 
made to the International Olympic 
Committee in order to win the bid. 
Hosting the Olympics is almost a 
guaranteed loss maker. Yet, still, they 
line up.”

In her review of Journal of Sport 
and Tourism (November 2011), 
Tania Bharadwaj encounters similar 
questions to the ones that have 
pushed Stoddart to think hard. The 
raison d’etre of the Games, Bharadwaj 
argues, is to make the world a smaller 
place, and tourism and sport, without 

doubt, are closely connected. The 
four papers that make up the issue 
push Bharadwaj to conclude that, 
if nothing else, the reader has a 
far greater insight into the close 
relationship between sport, tourism 
and legacy after going through the 
exhaustive pieces of research.

The present-day economic 
scenario also forms the backdrop for 
Shakya Mitra’s essay, “Will London 
get its pound of flesh?”, where he 
concludes that, if the Games go off 
without a hitch, then not only will 
the huge cost be justified, it will also 
reinforce the strength of the United 
Kingdom as a world power.

Where there is sport, especially of 
this magnitude, there must also be 
politics. And it’s not a new thing; it’s 
always been there. Less reported once 
upon a time, but present, always. 

Nalin Mehta’s essay, “The games 
politician’s play”, takes the reader 
back to the early days of the modern 
Olympic Movement, its search for an 
identity, the threats from similar, and 
similar-sounding sports competitions, 
and much else. We learn about the 
GANEFO, the now largely forgotten 
Games of the New Emerging Forces, 
promoted by Indonesia’s President 
Sukarno in 1963. Politics was at the 
heart of it, as it was born out of a 
dispute between Indian officials and 
Indonesian administrators at the 1962 

Asian Games in Jakarta, which led to 
Indonesia being suspended from the 
International Olympic Committee. 
Jawaharlal Nehru, independent India’s 
first prime minister, plays a huge role 
in the story, as do other statesmen 
whose nations were affected by the 
GANEFO.

Politics again came to the fore in 
India, as it has so often, when India 
wanted to bid for the 1992 Olympic 
Games after hosting the 1982 Asian 
Games successfully. In his essay 
“India’s Failed Olympic Bid”, Kausik 
Bandyopadhyay reconstructs the 
sequence of events to show the reader 
how, and why, the bid was doomed 
from the start.

In “Pioneer of India’s Olympic 
Movement”, Boria Majumdar looks 
at Sir Dorabji Tata’s role, and personal 
involvement, in sending India’s first 
contingent to the Olympic Games. 
Majumdar refrains from commenting, 
choosing instead to provide hitherto 
unseen letters from Sir Dorabji to 
various authorities, which led to the 
setting up of systematic Olympic 
activity in 1920. 

The question of legacy returns, this 
time to haunt Angela J Schneider, the 
Olympic rowing silver medallist from 
1984, though her area of interest is 
the sportsperson. In “An Olympian’s 
Perspective”, she sees everything that 
could go wrong with the Olympic 

dream, and actually is going wrong, 
with the famous Athletes’ Oath being 
reduced to rubbish. Schneider’s essay 
is a passionate plea to “remove those 
who seek to tarnish sport, or the 
Olympic Movement, for their own 
selfish ends”.

There are also extracts from three 
very timely books. 

Boria Majumdar and Nalin 
Mehta’s Olympics: The India Story 
talks about Beijing 2008 being “more 
than a sporting spectacle not just 
because India’s performance was 
its best ever at the Games, but also 
because it heralded the promise of 
a new beginning for Indian sports”. 
Shamya Dasgupta’s Bhiwani 
Junction: The Untold Story of Boxing 
in India focuses solely on the Noble 
Sport, from the time it became part 
of the “promise of a new beginning 
for Indian sports” to now, when the 
boxing contingent alone looks good 
to win more medals than India has 
ever managed in a single edition (three 
in Beijing). We round things off with 
a little bit of trivia extracted from 
Suvam Pal’s The Ultimate Olympics 
Quiz Book, that tells you stories like 
the one about the Olympic champion 
who didn’t find out in her lifetime 
that she was an Olympic champion, 
as well as Arthur Conan Doyle’s tryst 
with the Olympic Games.
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Lord Sebastian Coe, Chairman of the London Organising Committee of  the Olympic (and Paralympic) Games, and  
Sir Roger Bannister during the Olympic torch relay at Oxford on 10th July, 2012. Sir Roger Bannister was the torch bearer 

at the famous track where he had run the first four minute mile in 1954
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Will London get its
pound of flesh?

he Summer Olympics being 
held in London this July-
August is the most keenly 
awaited sporting event of 
the year. Having been held 
on 29 occasions prior to 
London 2012, since the 
Games were first held in

1896 (there were none in 1916, 
1940 and 1944 due to the Great 
Wars), there is an enormous degree 
of prestige associated with hosting 
the Games. So far just 21 cities have 
hosted the Games. With the 2012 
Games, London will become the first 
city to host the Olympics on three 
occasions; Los Angeles and Athens 
have hosted the Games twice each.

London is reputed to be one of 
the most cosmopolitan cities in 
the world. Add to this its financial 
clout — it is rated as having the fifth 
largest Gross Domestic Product 
among cities in the world, and along 
with New York, considered the 
world’s leading financial centre. As a 
leading global city, it attracts citizens 
from all over the globe for work 
and other opportunities. Under the 
circumstances, when the reputation 
of the city is already established and 
formidable, it will be interesting to 
find out why London still wants to 
host the Games. The cost to host the 
Games is massive: officially said to 
be £9.3 billion of taxpayers’ money, 
there are reports that the figure could 
reach £11 billion. Does a city, which 
already has its credentials established 
in the world market, need to invest 
such huge amounts for an event that 
lasts for a period of just two weeks? 

Although London as a city is among 
the most prosperous cosmopolitan 
cities in the world, its East End was 
one of the most deprived areas in 
all of Europe when you consider 
variables such as unemployment, 
job seekers’ allowances, crime, level 
of education and health. It was 
important, while putting in their bid 
to host the Games which they won in 
2005, for the UK government as well 
as the organisers of London 2012, to 
appropriate the event as a huge effort 
to redefine Britain’s national identity, 
both domestically and in relation to 
the perceptions of the rest of the 
world. So, social inclusion became 
a key issue for the UK government 
and the organisers as they looked to 
utilise the 2012 Games as a catalyst for 
the urban renewal of the multiethnic 
and socially-deprived area of East 
London.

Two things have to be measured: 
the issue of regeneration of the 
deprived East End of the city and the 
cost to the public purse for making 
it happen. When London won the 
bid to host the Games, the estimated 
budget was around £2 billion. It has 
since gone up by more than four and 
a half times. The sums are especially 
large in the current economic 
climate, and yet it is a moot point 
whether London would have had 
such a massive regeneration exercise 
in the deprived East End of the city 
but for the Games. To be sure, the 
UK government and the London 
Games Organising Committee have 
invested a lot in the East End, with 
the main stadium, Olympic Park, and 
a majority of the other London 2012 
venues being located there, indicating 
that a long-term legacy has definitely 
been on the minds of the organisers. 

Whether the calculated trade-off 

has helped in achieving the stated 
long-term objectives to the Games, 
or its legacy, will begin to get clearer 
once the Games start on 27th July. 
The eyes of not only all of the UK, but 
the whole world will be transfixed on 
London. People will watch and assess 
not just the events on the field but also 
what happens off it — in this case, the 
regeneration efforts at massive public 

cost across the East End. Apart from 
the sporting bonanza, this too will be 
in the spotlight.

There have been previous instances 
of the Olympic Games benefitting 
cities from all-round regeneration 
efforts, such as in Barcelona (1992) 
and Turin (Winter 2006). The impact 
of the regeneration efforts may not 
be as noticeable in London because, 

even before the Games, the city has 
been a commercial and educational 
hub as well as one of the world’s 
most tourist-friendly cities. The 
big challenge for the city, the games 
organisers and the UK Government 
is whether the Olympics will have 
a positive effect in changing the 
impression about the East End, not 
only locally, but internationally. An 
associated issue that might arise is 
whether the focussed splurge of 
British taxpayers’ money on a part 
of London would not deepen the 
perception about the wide divide 
between London and the rest of the 
UK.

Given the enormous prestige 
associated with hosting an Olympic 
Games, preceded by a highly 
competitive and publicised bidding 
process, the outcomes of being 
an Olympic host city/country are 
usually positive. Some of these 
include an increase in community/
national pride that grows by being a 
host city/country, an improvement 
in the quality of life in the host 
city, and it being transformed into a 
tourist destination with world-class 
facilities. The host city also gets one 
of the best platforms during the 
Games to showcase its attractions 
to a global audience as well as 
attract outside investment. Over a 
period of time, the Olympics give 
the host country an opportunity to 
improve its global prestige, enjoy the 
goodwill of the world and reinforce 
its political influence at both regional 
and international levels.

These are general outcomes 
that are applicable to almost all 
host cities, including London. Yet 
hosting the Olympic Games is not 
always smooth sailing — in fact, 
it can also create problems over a 
period of time for the city as there 
are some negative impacts of hosting 
the Games. There is invariably an 
increase in the prices of goods, 
services and property in the host 
city which can cause an economic 
and social burden on local residents. 
Another problem is a displacement 

●

London’s legacy objective of the regeneration of the city’s East 
End appears noble, but it will find it tough to justify the costs to 

the public if things don’t work to plan

Two things have to be measured: the issue of 
regeneration of the deprived East End of the city and 

the cost to the public purse for making it happen. 
When London won the bid to host the Games, the 

estimated budget was around £2 billion. It has since 
gone up by more than four-and-a-half times. The 
sums are especially large in the current economic 
climate, and yet it is a moot point whether London 

would have had such a massive regeneration 
exercise in the deprived East End of the city but 

for the Games. To be sure, the UK government and 
the London Games Organising Committee have 

invested a lot in the East End, with the main stadium, 
Olympic Park, and a majority of the other London 
2012 venues being located there, indicating that a 
long-term legacy has definitely been on their minds
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of two kinds: one, the displacement 
of residents who often have to leave 
because of rising property prices 
in the neighbourhood, and two, 
the displacement of a lot of regular 
tourists who normally tend to skip 
a host city in order to avoid higher 
costs and huge crowds.

Another problem faced by 
residents of host cities is increased 
taxes to assist the public sector 
to fund the costs of hosting the 
event. If the expected spin-offs do 
not materialise, the cost can spiral 
into a major financial problem in 
later years, leaving the taxpayers 
with huge bills that can take years 
to pay. Perhaps the biggest negative 
impact of hosting the Games is 
that of the ‘white elephants’ — the 
huge stadiums that are built at great 
cost but often turn into gigantic 
structures of no use once the 
Games are over. This is a problem 
that has plagued several host cities 
the world over. And because these 
sporting facilities have been created 
at enormous public cost, this issue 
tends to become contentious, leaving 
the authorities open to criticism.

With less than a fortnight left for 
the London Games to officially start, 
most of the build-up leading up to 
it revolves around negative media 
reports rather than positive ones 
(the success of the Games can push 
them to the background later). Some 
of the major concerns that have been 
highlighted in the British media are:

Tourism: There are reports of 
many regular visitors deciding to not 
to come to London during the Games 
for fear of high costs and restrictions 
placed, and instead opting for other 
European cities. If true, this is a huge 
blow to the government which was 
expecting a high number of tourists 
during the Olympics.

Spiralling costs of living: There 
are reports of how landlords in 
London are increasing house rents 
beyond the reach of many tenants for 
the Olympic period which, in turn, 
is forcing them to leave London and 
move elsewhere.

Olympic Park Stadium: The 
future of the main Olympic Stadium 
is still not clear. If the Olympic 
Stadium does not find use or a tenant 
after the Games, it could become an 
expensive ‘white elephant’. 

Other Games venues: Though 
the various venues are expected to be 
packed during the Olympics, it will 
be interesting to see what happens 
to them once the Games finish. Will 
there be regular use for them or will 
they be out of reach for ordinary 
citizens? If it is the latter, there will 
be a serious question mark over the 
legacy of the Games. 

Participation: The target of 
inspiring a million people in the UK 
to take up sport after the Olympics 
has little or no chance of being 
realised, according to a statement 
made by Sports Minister Hugh 
Robertson. 

Evaluating the legacy of any 
sporting mega-event, be it the 
Olympics or the Football World 
Cup, can only be definitively 
measured months, perhaps years, 
after they conclude. That said, it 
may not be wise to dismiss the media 
criticisms as arbitrary; rather, the 
concerns should be seen against the 
experience of previous host cities in 
the months and years following the 

Games. While there is no case yet 
to suggest the London Games may 
go that way, some host cities failed 
to achieve their targets, particularly 
where the investments were massive 
(or uncontrolled), leading to long-
term problems for the city/country 
and its people. 

Perhaps the best example of an 
Olympics that London would not 
want to emulate is Montreal 1976. 
The Montreal Games of 1976 was 
described by the Daily Telegraph 
(in an article written in July 2005) 
as holding the world record for the 
biggest financial debacle. The Games 
expenditure was stated to have gone 
four times over the budget, leaving 
the citizens of Montreal in debt which 
took more than a quarter of a century 
to clear. The Montreal Olympic 
Stadium which was meant to cost £90 
million ended up costing £460 million. 
Sydney 2000 was another Olympic 
Games which failed to achieve the 
necessary targets. Tourism, an avenue 
from which most Olympic host cities 
look to benefit financially, did not 
work out for Sydney with tourist 
numbers actually coming down in the 
three years following the Games.  

While this essay has looked to 
focus on the Summer Olympics, on 
the subject of legacy, I would like to 
cite the example of the 1994 Winter 
Olympics host city of Lillehammer 
in Norway. Lillehammer experienced 
a wave of bankruptcies in the years 
immediately following the Games 
with 40 percent of their full service 
hotels closing down. Athens, the 
host of the 2004 Summer Olympics, 
is another example of a city for 
which the Games did not work out 
as intended. It was revealed by the 
Greek government in November 
2004 that the true cost of hosting 
the Games went up to £8.5 billion 
after the expenditure was initially 
estimated at £1.2 billion. There 
have been some suggestions that 
the financial crisis that has gripped 
Greece in recent times has some link 
with their Olympic budget having 
gone overboard. Also at Athens, 
a number of the venues that were 
developed for the Games have been 
lying unused since the Olympics 
finished. The example of Beijing 2008 
Games may also be cited: while the 
magnificent Bird’s Nest stadium was 
home to some astonishing sporting 
achievements during the Games, it 
has had minimal use in the following 
years. Other than an Italian Super 
Cup Football fixture that takes place 
once a year, the Bird’s Nest stadium 
does not have any other regular use. 

However, I wish to emphasise 

again that it is still premature to 
suggest that London will go down 
the route of one of these cities. 
However, there is little doubt that 
the task for the UK government 
and the London 2012 organisers 
is daunting. Not just the huge 
spend of taxpayers’ money, but 
the hundreds of man-hours spent 
in organising the Games would 
have to be justified. The examples 
of Montreal and Athens are fresh 
in people’s minds. It is critical that 
after the Games, London is not left 
with ‘white elephants’.

That said, there are several 
examples of host cities witnessing 
positive long-term impacts. The 
Barcelona 1992 Games and the 
Turin 2006 Winter Games have 
been excellent examples of how 
the Olympic Games can regenerate 
a city and bring it into public 
consciousness. The Los Angeles 
1984 Games were highly profitable 
for the city. Munich is another city 
which benefitted from hosting the 
Games. Wilfred Spronk, general 
manager of the Olympia Park in 
Munich, has subsequently said that 
“because of the Olympics, Munich 
became a world recognised city”.

London’s legacy objective of 
the regeneration of the city’s East 
End appears noble. Still, a question 
often raised is: couldn’t this have 
happened without hosting the 
Olympics? The answer to that 
probably is ‘no’. Regeneration of 
the city’s poorer districts might 
have happened, but the Olympics 
has speeded up the entire process. 
In addition, the Games organisers 
and the UK government are looking 
to address issues such as social 
inclusion through the East End’s 
regeneration and reposition the area 
as an attractive destination and for 
that what better platform than the 
Olympics? 

From the way things are being 
reported from the ground, things 
look difficult for London. These 
reports are possibly sharper because 
the Games are being held in the 
backdrop of an economic slowdown 
that has gripped the world, 
particularly Europe, including the 
UK. This has only raised the stakes 
for holding a successful Olympic 
Games. For, if the Games go off 
without a hitch and become a 
celebration like all Olympics are 
meant to be, then not only will the 
huge cost of hosting the Games be 
justified but it will reinforce the 
strength of the United Kingdom as 
a world power.

Athens, the host of the 2004 Summer Olympics, is 
an example of a city for which the Games did not 

work out as intended. It was revealed by the Greek 
government in November 2004 that the true cost of 
hosting the Games went up to £8.5 billion after the 
expenditure was initially estimated at £1.2 billion. 

There have been some suggestions that the financial 
crisis that has gripped Greece in recent times has 
some link with their Olympic budget having gone 

overboard. Also at Athens, a number of the venues 
that were developed for the Games have been lying 

unused since the Olympics ended
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An analysis of the place of the Olympic Games in the 21st 
century and the future of the Olympic Movement in a world of 

globalised and commercialised sport

Celebration or
crisis?
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t once used to be about sports.
Not that we should idealise 
the past, because the vaunted 
‘golden age’ of amateurism 
never really existed, even if 
satisfactory nostalgia might be 
derived from films like Chariots 
of Fire and the remembered

efforts of great athletes like Fanny 
Blankers-Koen and Emil Zatopek. We 
know, too, that the ancient Olympics 
had a non sports thrust, commercial 
and political. For all that, though, 
until relatively recently it can be 
argued that it was at least ‘more about 
the sport’ than it is now.

The central problematic here 
is simple: what is it that drives 
otherwise sane national and civic 
officials to spend billions of dollars 
to disrupt their cities for about seven 
years simply in order to host a two-
week sports competition? London 
provides the perfect example as the 
argument rages about the cost versus 
the benefit, and whether or not a real 
urban transformation will emerge as 
promised. Those sorts of questions 
are compounded by the fact that as 
Beijing and Sydney, let alone Athens, 
and almost all the earlier hosts 
have discovered, the ‘legacy’ of the 
expensive London event is likely to 
be illusory, no matter the promises 
made to the International Olympic 
Committee in order to win the bid. 
Hosting the Olympics is almost a 
guaranteed loss maker. Yet, still, they 
line up.

The theme here, inevitably, is 
where do the sports themselves now 
fit into the wider project that is the 
world of globalised and globalising, 
commercialised and commercialising, 
sport? There are obvious pattern 
changes at play, best seen and 
interpreted in the context of the 
early 21st century but simultaneously 
raising questions about what happens 
next, both immediately and in the 
longer term. As a pointer, then, there 
is a sense that the free spirit essence 
of sport is being overtaken by a more 
regimented and demanding agency 
with a very different mission.

India provides an interesting 
example. The 2010 Commonwealth 
Games went off relatively well as an 
event, yet the ongoing reverberations 
over corruption, inefficiency and 
all the rest are substantial. That 
does not stop the odd politician or 
commentator from suggesting that 
the country should go after hosting 
the Olympics, usually arguing in some 
way that doing so would be a signifier 
of national modernity. Never mind 
the abiding and persistent problems 
of poverty, inequality, health, 
illiteracy and all the rest, the country 
might best be counted as among the 
moderns by hosting a ferociously 
expensive athletic festival. 

There is a clue in that word ‘festival’, 
because in many ways the 21st century 
Olympics are about spectacle rather 
than sport. It seems incongruous 
that at any Olympiad now, there is 
more emphasis and attention on the 
opening and closing ceremonies than 
on the action on the tracks or the 
fields. The reason, naturally, is that 
this is about international television 
— these days there are usually more 
journalists (using the word loosely) at 
the Olympics than there are athletes. 
Mind you, the same might be said 
about athletics ‘officials’, because, as 
befits a huge multinational, the layers 

of management now present in sports 
are staggering.

In much the same way as, say, 
the Melbourne Cup or the Prix de 
l’Arc de Triomphe or the Derby 
annually make horse racing experts 
of everyone in Australia, France or 
the United Kingdom, the Olympics 
make most people around the world 
sports. You do not hear them at other 
times passing an opinion on, say, 
water polo or the epee or taekwondo 
or any of the other disciplines. This 
is a celebration of sport, and there is 
much to praise in that.

It is, however, a very structured 
celebration with roots firmly in the 
coalition that was reached, primarily 
under the egregious Juan Antonio 
Samaranch’s leadership of the IOC, 
between professionalising and 
professionalised sport and a cash-

Rule for Ireland and remained more 
interested in national life than tennis 
until his death in 1958.

The game remained in the 
Olympics until 1924 after which it 
was dropped. The silver medallist in 
1924, the fabulous Henri Cochet, 
was one of the great French four 
that included Jean Borotra, Jacques 
Brunon and Rene Lacoste. These 
four were the forerunners of the 
‘professional amateurs’ of the 20s and 
early 30s, winning dozens of titles 
with Lacoste, of course, still famous 
through the clothing line of the same 
name. There was no place for the 
sport in the Olympics then.

The current Olympic champion is 
Rafael Nadal, now straightforwardly 
described as a professional tennis 
player and, like the Frenchmen many 
years before him, a multiple winner 

events into the sports arena. In 
earlier ages, the Cold War, for 
example, was played out between the 
United States and the Soviet Union 
in a multiplicity of Olympic venues 
over many years. Similarly, the 
Olympics became a vehicle for the 
anti-apartheid movement. This year 
the biggest brouhaha so far has been 
the Argentine Olympic Committee 
having to apologise for producing a 
television commercial that located its 
field hockey captain in the Falklands, 
still the cause of dispute with the 
United Kingdom after the 1982 
armed conflict.

As an example of this creeping 
‘internationalism’ as opposed to 
nationalism, there has been a lovely 
Cambodian frisson in the lead up to 
London. Hiroshi Neko, a 1.45 metre 
Japanese comedian, took Cambodian 
citizenship last year in an effort to 
appear in London as a marathoner, and 
was endorsed by the local Olympic 
Committee, controversially, ahead 
of local runner Hem Bunting who 
had better timings. The International 
Association of Athletics Federations 
has now ruled Neko ineligible on the 
basis of new nationality qualifying 
rules enacted last year. The need 
for those rules, in turn, indicates 
wider activity on this front. Perhaps 
the most famous cases involve the 
several Kenyan runners, like Stephen 
Cherono (now known as Saif Saaeed 
Shaheen), who went off to run for 
Qatar and Bahrain.

The IOC reaction to that 
development was interesting and, as 
usual, paradoxical. Having set the 
‘commercial Olympics’ in train, this 
new version of the global money 
trail for the nationality switches 
were underpinned by substantial 
inducements, threw the IOC out 
of gear. President Jacques Rogge 
expressed concern that financial gain 
should not be the cause of a change in 
national affiliation. To say that there 
was a logic gap here would be to put 
it mildly.

The very choice of Olympic sports, 
for example, has had a populist and 
commercial appeal for a long time 
now. Here again change is driven by 
social context, which helps explain 
why equestrian dressage events have 
been under threat for some time. At 
the risk of a generalisation, dressage 
in some quarters is considered a 
hangover from an era when only the 
privileged were involved.  Besides, 
it makes for dreadful television no 
matter how skilled horse and rider 
might be. That is very different 
for sports like BMX and mountain 
biking. These appeal directly to a new 
demographic, as the advertisers are 
wont to say, and to the social media 
generation.  

The most spectacular sport in this 
category has to be beach volleyball.  
It might be unfair to pick him out, 
but Prince Harry is said to already 
have his ticket for the London 
version, to be held at a 15,000-seat 
venue on the Horse Guards Parade 
where the Trooping of the Colour is 
held traditionally. The prince is also 
said to be ‘excited’ about the event. 
Many people are, and have been since 
it entered at the 1996 summer games, 
complete with bikini-clad female 
participants. It is obviously designed 
to attract a crowd, and does, but has 
also attracted considerable adverse 
publicity for what many feminists 

see as its blatant sexualisation 
of women. This year, it has been 
decided that participants may wear 
shorts (that must still be above the 
knee, though) and sleeved tops, 
and the international association 
declares it has done so to maximise 
participation from countries where 
women, especially, are subject to 
stronger dress codes than in the 
West.

This immediately goes to the 
issue of equality and equity in the 
Olympics and, this year as previously, 
there is a focus on the non-presence 
of women in teams from places 
like Saudi Arabia where, by law, 
women are banned from sports 
competition. There are perennial 
calls for Saudi participation to be 
banned, but the IOC is definitely 
attuned to the power of the Middle 
East oil kingdoms, as demonstrated 
by Qatar’s winning the right to stage 
the football World Cup. Nearby 
Bahrain does allow women to 
compete but not without difficulty. 
Roqaya Al Gassra won a 200-metre 
heat in Beijing while running in a 
modified hijab, a reflection of the 
Islamic dress code requirements. Her 
compatriot Maryam Yusuf Jamal, a 
former world 1500-metre champion, 
caused ire in some Bahraini quarters 
earlier by appearing in more normal 
athletic dress — a former Ethiopian, 
she trained in Switzerland and did 
not feel bound by the code.

Maryam Yusuf Jamal and all 
those Kenyan runners represent 
a much wider trend in sport, the 
peripatetic athlete. Some are driven 
by dual nationality or eligibility, 
others by legal ruling. But they all 
break down the traditional national 
identity patterns. Brad Thorn is a 
spectacular case of the first. He was 
born in New Zealand but shifted to 
Australia with his family at age eight, 
then went on to play rugby league 
for Australia.  He then returned 
to New Zealand and played rugby 
union for the national side, the All 
Blacks. A return to Australia saw 
him play rugby league again before 
yet another return to New Zealand 
got him back into the All Blacks, 
and he retired after that team won 
the 2011 World Cup. Ryan Nicholas 
is even more spectacular. Of Maori 
and Cook Islands extraction, he was 
born in Australia but returned to 
New Zealand for his education and 
became a serious rugby talent. In 
2005, he shifted to Japan, qualified 
for the national side there in 2008 
and gained Japanese citizenship in 
2011.

The two big legal cases that 
opened the market were those of 
footballer Jean-Marc Bosman and 
handballer Maros Kolpak. In 1995, 
the Bosman case in the European 
Court of Justice effectively removed 
barriers to the free trade of sports 
labour inside the European Union. 
It started the massive transfer fee 
market and, in particular, the huge 
opening up of English teams to 
European talent.  The 2003 Kolpak 
case took the principle further by 
ruling that citizens of countries like 
Slovakia (where Kolpak is from), 
which had formal affiliation with 
EU countries, possessed the same 
rights to sports labour transfer as 
EU citizens. That ruling opened up 
sports like English cricket and rugby 
because of EU agreements reached 

with countries like South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, the Caribbean and the 
Pacific islands.

There has been a big spinoff into 
the Olympic Movement from all this, 
and each Olympiad now has a ritual 
pre-event controversy over who is a 
‘real’ athlete in ‘national’ selections. 
In the United Kingdom this year, the 
focus has been on athletes like triple 
jumper Yamile Aldama. She was born 
in and competed for Cuba before 
decamping to the UK. However, 
because her UK residency period was 
lengthy, she went off and competed 
for the Sudan despite still living in 
England. Then she was added to the 
British squad. Similar criticism is 
aimed at American-born but UK-
connected runners like Shana Cox, 
and Anguilla-born Shara Proctor. 
In recent years Australia has seen 
the arrival of Russian pole vaulters 
like Tatiana Grigorieva, and in 2009, 
the Australian government allowed 
athletes to apply for fast-tracked visa 
and residency eligibility to benefit 
people like Russian skater Tatiana 
Borodulina.  

There is no question that this is all 
part of a ‘whatever it takes’ approach 
to winning Olympic success: for 
athletes it is a commercial necessity, 
for officials and politicians it comes 
from the greyer area of alleged 
national significance, personal 
gratification and ego massage. 

In Australia over recent years, 
Olympic boss John Coates has 
become renowned for strong-arming 
governments into shelling out larger 
sums of money in order to gain 
more Olympic success, successfully 
tying that (especially in the case of 
Beijing) to the idea that sport helps 
bring greater trading and business 
success.  True to form, he has argued 
that the $A30 million used to prepare 
the 2012 Australian Olympic team 
is inadequate and that Australia will 
be out-funded and out-performed by 
other major countries. He declared 
this at a time when the Australian 
economy is in severe slow down, 
producing the toughest federal 
budget in years; a sure sign that the 
sports lobby has in many senses lost 
perspective.

Some observers will tie all this to 
the inexorable spread of the ‘drugs in 
sport’ issue, which, in turn, has created 
a huge sub-industry of invention, 

adaptation, detection and policing in 
the form of the World Anti-Doping 
Agency and all its national spinoffs.  
Illegal steroid use is now reckoned to 
cost well over $US1 billion per year. 
Arrayed against that are a myriad of 
costly government and other funding 
sources, personnel and agencies. 
Some critics believe this a lost cause, 
the sports version of the stuttering 
‘war on drugs’ more generally. The 
impulse is clear, however. Back in 1998 
in Vancouver and in the company of 
some Canadian friends I watched on 
television as Ben Johnson first won 
and was then stripped of the 100-
metre sprint title following his failed 
drugs test. Here was a poor, woefully 
under-educated, Jamaican immigrant 
with few skills or life prospects who, 
probably unwittingly, took drugs 
to win a medal and make a life. The 
BALCO scandal in the United States 
would later show just how widespread 
this practice had become. The IOC 
and WADA now need to be seen to 
be policing it in order to protect ‘the 
brand’ because, of course, that is now 
the enterprise.

Orchestrating this is a burgeoning 
global media feeding frenzy now 
further stimulated by the rapid rise 

And yet, there still remains a spark of hope. 
Somewhere around the world some young kid will 
watch a star win an event in London this year, and 

set the dream to emulate that star in, say, 2020 and 
set out on a journey. That journey will inevitably 
lead to academies, agents, sponsors, managers, 

psychologists, nutritionists and an array of sports 
scientists, but, ultimately, it will be the goal and the 
desire of that aspirant that determines the ultimate 
story. That is what leads to a Jesse Owens, Cathy 

Freeman, Hassiba Boulmerka, Abhinav Bindra and 
all the others who have ‘made a difference’.  If 

there is a lesson here for the IOC, it is to never lose 
sight of what makes it all possible, the genius of the 
athlete, and to ensure that is not subjugated to the 

genius of the market and the bureaucracy

The current Olympic tennis champion is Rafael 
Nadal, now straightforwardly described as a 

professional tennis player. By mid-2012, Nadal 
had won almost $US48 million from tennis alone. 

Change is inevitable, of course, and necessary, so that 
Nadal’s opportunity to turn his skill into an Olympic 
gold is to be welcomed. Great skill in any endeavour 

deserves to be recognised. However, there is no 
disguising the fact that the Olympic transformation 

has changed the very nature of its athletic 
competition, blurring, perhaps even obliterating, the 
idea of country/nation participation rather than that 

of the individual

strapped Olympic movement in search 
of a future. The prize for athletes was 
access to a prestigious competition, 
for the IOC to an economic future, 
along with a blighted performance 
record.

Tennis provides an interesting 
illustration of this transformation. 
The first men’s Olympic tennis 
champion was John Pius Boland 
who won in 1894 for Great Britain 
but was actually and consciously 
Irish, as he pointed out at the awards 
ceremony. He was visiting a Greek 
friend in Athens at the time, the 
friend entered him for the event, and 
he won. However, Boland was more 
concerned about the Irish future 
and immersed himself in literacy 
and education causes after taking a 
law degree at Oxford. Catholic and 
nationalist, Boland became an MP 
in search of constitutional Home 

of all the major titles. By mid-2012, 
Nadal had won almost $US48 million 
from tennis alone: his net (sic) worth 
is now well in excess of $US60 
million. That is a far cry from John 
Pius Boland, or even Henri Cochet.

Change is inevitable, of course, and 
necessary, so that Nadal’s opportunity 
to turn his skill into an Olympic gold 
is to be welcomed. Great skill in any 
endeavour deserves to be recognised. 
However, there is no disguising the 
fact that the Olympic transformation 
has changed the very nature of 
its athletic competition, blurring, 
perhaps even obliterating, the idea of 
country/nation participation rather 
than that of the individual.

It may very well be that this 
development has overtaken ‘politics’ 
as a prime marker in Olympic 
matters, that being shorthand for 
the intervention of broader political 

of social media, blogging and other 
alternative news/commentary feeds. 
The astronomical media rights fees 
paid to the IOC and other sports 
bodies are both a product of and a 
prompt for the ‘money go round’ 
that is now international sport.  That 
stands exemplified in the case of 
Formula One motor racing, but in 
events like the Olympics it is now 
a long-standing practice for major 
activities (like the sprints finals) to 
be staged at odd times in the arena 
itself, simply because ‘prime time’ 
somewhere else determines the 
appropriate schedule.

The obvious question is, can all 
this last? At one level the answer 
should be ‘no’ because there is now 
such a plethora of sport that the 
Olympics has serious competition. 
The financial and commercial 
imperative means an ever-increasing 
array of world series/championships/
premierships/trophies and all the rest, 
best exemplified by the bewildering 
array of meaningless cricket contests 
fuelled by the success of the Indian 
Premier League. At some point 
trivialisation sets in, meaning becomes 
hollowed out and impact disappears, 
especially as the social context alters 
— remember the lesson of dressage, 
perhaps. The ancient Olympics 
effectively disappeared because the 
‘meaning’ became lost.

And yet, there still remains a 
spark of hope. Somewhere around 
the world some young kid will watch 
a star win an event in London this 
year, and set the dream to emulate 
that star in, say, 2020 and set out on a 
journey. That journey will inevitably 
lead to academies, agents, sponsors, 
managers, psychologists, nutritionists 
and an array of sports scientists, but, 
ultimately, it will be the goal and the 
desire of that aspirant that determines 
the ultimate story. That is what leads 
to a Jesse Owens, Cathy Freeman, 
Hassiba Boulmerka, Abhinav Bindra 
and all the others who have ‘made a 
difference’.  If there is a lesson here 
for the IOC, it is to never lose sight 
of what makes it all possible, the 
genius of the athlete, and to ensure 
that is not subjugated to the genius of 
the market and the bureaucracy.
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possible to succeed without access 
to government sponsored sporting 
facilities. This is not to argue against 
creating efficient systems – that 
would be a terrible folly – but in 
sports there are moments when all it 
boils down to is self-belief. 

Did Beijing mark the arrival of a 
national Olympic culture? The three 
medals won at Beijing were certainly 
the catalyst to help correct years of 
frustration at India’s poor sporting 
performances. With various state 
governments setting up academies 
to promote boxing, wrestling, and 
shooting, India looked poised to 
have an Olympic sporting culture of 
its own, a belief further consolidated 
by India’s performances at the 
2010 Commonwealth Games and 
the subsequent Asian Games at 
Guangzhou. 

Beijing was no flash-in-the-pan 
success. Bindra, for instance, was 
only part of a phalanx of world-class 
Indian shooters that have emerged 
in the past decade. Beijing was his 
moment but each member of the 
Indian shooting team was capable of 
winning a medal. Similarly, Vijender 
Singh was part of a boxing team 
where his compatriot Akhil, and 
not him, was tipped for a medal in 
the run up to the Games. His defeat 
of the reigning world champion, 
Russian Sergei Vodapoyanov, in the 
54 kg pre-quarter-final round turned 
him into a national hero before he 
crashed out in the quarter finals, 
just like his 19-year-old roommate 
Jitender Kumar, who fought valiantly 
despite ten stitches on his chin. This 
is the terrifying beauty of sport, its 
unpredictability. We watch it because 
it showcases all that is glorious and 
tragic about human nature; all that is 
uncertain and indescribable. The key 
for the future is to invest in having 
enough people at the top echelon of 
any sport, for one to click when the 
moment comes. 

What now of the future? There 
are many in India who look longingly 
across the border at China’s awe-
inspiring sporting machine. The 
Chinese too built their success by 
focusing on key sports initially – 
gymnastics, table tennis, badminton 
and athletics. India, however, cannot 
hope to replicate the Chinese model 
blindly. The organisation of Indian 
sport is far too complicated and far 
too political to allow for a uni-linear 
approach like the Chinese or the 
East Europeans before them. Like 
Indian democracy, Indian sport too 
has evolved its own unique model, 
distinct from everyone else. When 
Kapil Dev’s unfancied team won the 
cricket World Cup in 1983, no one 
could have predicted that the surprise 
victory, coinciding with the television 
revolution, would ignite deeper 
processes that would ultimately turn 
India into the spiritual and financial 
heart of the global game. Successes 
at Beijing, Delhi and Gunagzhou 
have created opportunities that if 
harnessed well could well usher in a 
new era in Indian sport. As Bindra 
grabbed gold and the boxers charged 
through the early rounds, for the 
first time, a national television 
audience, led on by a cheerleading 
media focused on Olympic sports. 
The fact that the entire boxing team 
had emerged from the small north-
Indian town of Bhiwani with few 
facilities or that Sushil Kumar had 

trained in Delhi’s Chatrasal stadium 
with rotting wrestling mats and 
20 other wrestlers as room-mates 
provided too irresistible a story of 
human triumph against all odds. The 
hype was such that even the Haryana 
chief minister turned up at Vijender’s 
house to watch his semi-final bout. 
It was a televised photo opportunity 
for the politician but also an event 
that led government officials to 
build a new paved road overnight to 
show their boss that developmental 
schemes were working. Similarly, 
the Delhi chief minister immediately 
announced a huge cash award for 
Sushil Kumar on his return to India. 

When KD Jadhav won India’s 
last wrestling medal at the Helsinki 
Olympics in 1952 the celebrations at 
home were extremely muted, restricted 
to the sports pages of newspapers 
unlike the mega hype around Sushil 
Kumar and the new phalanx of Indian 
boxers. To compound Jadhav’s agony, 
the political class gave the victorious 
hockey team of 1952 a tumultuous 
welcome in ceremonies across the 
country while he had to make do with 
a localised cavalcade of a hundred 
bullock carts from his native village. 
In 1952, hockey was a potent symbol 
of Indian nationalism and Jadhav, 
despite winning independent India’s 
first individual Olympic medal, was 
left to ultimately die in poverty. He was 
forced to sell off his wife’s jewellery 
to build a modest cottage and won a 
posthumous Arjuna Award only in 
2001. In sharp contrast, governmental 
coffers opened up for Singh and 
Kumar from Beijing. Even more so, 
in a nation starved of sporting glory, 
the intense media focus on the Beijing 
and Guangzhou battlers turned 
them into new nationalist heroes. 
Clearly the registers of iconicity have 
changed in the intervening years, 
with individual success becoming an 
important barometer of nationalist 
triumph.  

What explains the change? Let 
us be clear: this is not necessarily 
about some newly found love or 
understanding of sports. There is 
a marked disconnect between the 
hype about a resurgent India that the 
Beijing, Delhi and the Guangzhou 
boys supposedly represent and the 
reality. On the morning of Sushil 
Kumar’s bronze medal win most 
media outlets carried online stories 
saying he had “crashed out” of the 
Olympics. There was an even an 
undertone that he had somehow 
wasted his first round bye. Few, at 
least on television or in the immediate 
internet discourse, remembered the 
repechage rule until the Jat from 
Najafgarh pleasantly shocked the 
nation with his marathon string of 
victories to clinch bronze. 

Television helped in the creation 
of a national public focused on 
boxing, a process that has gained in 
momentum since with Indian boxers 
regularly winning at the world stage. 
A caveat, however, is in order here. 
While celebrating their achievements, 
it is important to remember that the 
boxers have emerged from a town 
which goes sometimes for days 
without electricity, where the rains 
have made it impossible to drive a 
car faster than 5 km/hour on most 
roads and where most people had to 
rely on inverters to watch the home 
boys win. In such a setting, sport 
has emerged as a way out for many. 

The real success of Bhiwani lies in 
the rock solid confidence of the new 
generation of athletes and a nascent 
public-private partnership, which has 
allowed them to transcend a system 
used to mediocrity. They have not 
been content to merely repeat the 
past and this is the new Indian spirit 
that needs to be celebrated. 

Like KD Jadhav 56 years ago, 
virtually every winning athlete 
from Bhiwani in the past – at the 
Commonwealth Games, the Asiad 
and the SAF Games – has been 
welcomed home by celebratory 
motorcades of locals, except that 
they were rarely noticed by the 
mainstream press. Perhaps, the next 
time, this will change, with a more 
concerted national focus on sport — 
an approach where the likes of Akhil 
Kumar, who did not win, are not 
forgotten. 

In an atmosphere of relative 
optimism, a note of caution is 
necessary. India’s sporting system 
needs an overhaul and the years since 
Beijing have created a possibility 
for such a change to come about. 
However, unless the government, 
sports administrators, the IOA, and, 
finally, the corporates come forward 
to embrace Olympic sport, Beijing 
2008 will remain an aberration. Private 
efforts such as the Mittal Champions 
Trust and Olympic Gold Quest must 
contribute more towards Indian 
sport. Tough questions need to be 
asked. What happened, for instance, 
to the Indian Army’s celebrated 

Mission Olympics and why couldn’t it 
be integrated with the larger national 
effort?  

While India celebrates Bhiwani for 
what it has done to place boxing on 
the national map, it is time to replicate 
such achievements across the country. 
With boxing being a television-friendly 
sport and with 24-hour television 
channels multiplying almost daily, the 
media would surely embrace boxing 
if properly marketed and managed. 
With such a systemic overhaul, India 
can expect more medals in boxing 
in the 2012 Games and Vijender’s 
bronze will then have the significance 
of being more than an Olympic medal 
in the overall sporting context.

If India fails to take advantage of 
the fertile condition created by Beijing 
and its aftermath, its lasting legacy will 
have been confined to sports history 
books by the end of London 2012. 

To finish off with an interesting 
story: A senior journalist had asked 
Abhinav on his return to India: 
“Is this Abhinav’s gold or India’s 
gold?” Abhinav, epitome of political 
correctness, was quick to suggest 
that it was India’s without question. 
If India wins more than 6 medals 
at London, thanks to Abhinav and 
his colleagues, it will certainly be 
India’s gold for all time. However, 
if London 2012 doesn’t go to plan, 
Abhinav’s gold will forever remain 
his, a moment of individual brilliance 
lost amidst countless failures since 
Independence.
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hen Sir Dorabji Tata 
organised the first 
modern meet of 
Indian athletes with 
an eye on the 1920 
Antwerp Olympic 
Games, he found that 
despite running bare-

foot their performance compared 
“well with the times done in Europe 
or elsewhere”. Suitably impressed, 
Tata personally financed three of the 
best runners for Antwerp, a move 
that in his own words “fired the 
ambition of the nationalist element 
in the city”. Eighty-nine years after 
that wind-swept day in Pune, when 
Tata first dreamt of an individual 
Olympic gold for India, shooting 
prodigy Abhinav Bindra finally found 
the Holy Grail in the 2008 Beijing 
Games. As the Indian tricolour was 
hoisted in Beijing, the poise and pride 
on the bespectacled shooter’s visage 
spoke to a billion Indians, becoming 
a leitmotif of gung-ho chest-
thumping in media commentaries and 
nationalist iconography. In a country 
undergoing a media revolution 
like no other – India now has more 
than 50 24-hour satellite TV news 
networks alone – the Beijing victory 
created an unprecedented national 
frenzy. In a country of a billion, and 
a competitive media industry looking 
for new heroes and new stories, the 
lone gold medal was justification 
enough to spark off celebrations 
worthy of topping the medals tally. 

For Indian sport, Beijing and the 
years that followed proved to be a 
watershed. Beijing 2008 was much 
more than a sporting spectacle not 
just because India’s performance was 
its best ever at the Games but also 
because it heralded the promise of 
a new beginning for Indian sports. 
Bindra was not an aberration. His 
performance was followed by near-
podium finishes in badminton, tennis 
and archery, and the gains have been 
consolidated since. Just when it was 
turning out to be a tale of so near 
yet so far in China, Vijender Kumar 
(bronze in boxing, 75 kg) and Sushil 
Kumar (bronze in wrestling, 66 kg 
freestyle) ensured that the Indian 
tricolour went up twice more at 
Beijing. Their achievements, analysed 
for hours on television, turned them 
into national celebrities overnight. 
If the media catharsis that followed 
was any indication, for the first time, 
Olympic sports, apart from hockey, 
was at the centrestage of what could be 
termed as the national consciousness. 

It was an indication that decades of 
ill treatment and neglect, which had 
reduced Olympic sport to a footnote 
in India, might just change. At a time 
when the country was reeling under 
the impact of multiple scams, the 
medal successes helped emphasise 
the point that across contexts and 
timeframes an Olympic gold can 
catapult sport to the forefront of a 
nation’s imagination. Three major 
themes emerged in the discourse that 
followed: renewed media focus on 
Olympism as a nationalist playing 
field, the promise of a new Indian 

to the survey, 53 percent of sports 
fans in Chennai and 44 percent in 
Kolkata were glued to the Olympics. 
In contrast, 41 percent of sports fans 
in Chennai and 29 per cent in Kolkata 
watched the Indian cricket team in 
action against the Sri Lankans. 

The medal haul – by Indian 
standards – it seemed, had suddenly 
woken up the country to the 
significance of the Olympics as an 
event that Indians could win at as 
well.

The medal winners seemed to 
satisfy a national yearning and in 

small contingent of 56 could achieve 
in Beijing. So much so that Suresh 
Kalmadi, then President of the 
Indian Olympic Association (IOA) 
and now fighting multiple cases of 
misappropriation of CWG 2010 
funds, had issued a statement asking 
sports fans not to expect miracles 
from the athletes. Set against this 
backdrop of gloom and limited 
expectations, India’s successes shone 
even brighter. 

The success of the three Beijing 
winners was as much a testament 
to their own skills as it was a 
metaphor for the larger story of 
India. They had arguably shattered 
the grand narrative of failure that 
has characterised Indian sport just 
as the emergence of the IT industry 
in the 1990s signified the end of the 
“Hindu rate of growth” that defined 
the economy since the 1950s. Just as 
a Narayan Murthy or an Azim Premji 
– founders of the IT giants Infosys 
and Wipro respectively – created the 
self-belief for Indian business to act 
as a global player after decades of 
isolationism and the license-permit 
raj, so did the Beijing victories usher 
in a new era of self-confidence in 
sport.  As John MacAloon argues 
in his celebrated biography of 
Pierre de Coubertin (This Great 
Symbol:Pierre de Coubertin and 
the Origins of the Modern Olympic 
Games,University of Chicago Press, 
1984), the Olympics are a “crucible 
of symbolic force” into which the 
world pours its energies and a stage 
upon which, every four years, it 
plays “out its hopes and its terrors”. 
For every Indian, that terror always 
came in the form of a question: A 
billion people and no gold medal. 
Why? Beijing provided that answer, 
and hence the nationalist frenzy that 
ensued. 

The annals of Indian sports writing 
have been full of complaints about 
sporting failures for far too long. 
Analysts have blamed the system, 
they have blamed the politicians who 
run it, they have even questioned 
Indian genetics. Every four years, 
it has become a collective national 
ritual to blame everyone else when 
found wanting in the global mirror 
of the Olympics, only to move on 
and repeat the same catharsis four 
years later. The Beijing athletes 
showed that it is possible to succeed 
in spite of the system. The BJP’s 
late General Secretary and former 
Cabinet minister Pramod Mahajan 
once said only half-jokingly that 
the Indian IT and beauty industries 
rose to great heights only because 
the government did not realise their 
presence until they had already made 
a mark. Abhinav Bindra’s success too 
followed a similar template, at least 
with respect to the national sporting 
superstructure. Born with the luxury 
of affluence and an indoor shooting 
range in his backyard, he emerged as 
a child prodigy, only to taste initial 
defeat at Sydney and Athens. He 
could as easily have given up, blamed 
the system and have been content 
with his World Championship and 
Commonwealth Games medals. But 
he persevered. His was a victory 
born out of the pain of loss and an 
iron will to succeed. Here at last was 
India’s answer to those that point to 
the success of Surinam’s Anthony 
Nesty or that of the Ethiopian 
runners, for that matter. It is indeed 

Beijing 2008 –
a watershed for 

Indian sport

Television helped in the creation of a national public 
focused on boxing, a process that has gained in 

momentum since with Indian boxers regularly winning 
at the world stage. A caveat, however, is in order 
here. While celebrating their achievements, it is 

important to remember that the boxers have emerged 
from a town which goes sometimes for days without 
electricity, where the rains have made it impossible 
to drive a car faster than 5 km/hour on most roads 
and where most people had to rely on inverters to 

watch the home boys win. In such a setting, sport has 
emerged as a way out for many. The real success of 
Bhiwani lies in the rock solid confidence of the new 
generation of athletes and a nascent public-private 
partnership, which has allowed them to transcend 
a system used to mediocrity. They have not been 

content to merely repeat the past and this is the new 
Indian spirit that needs to be celebrated 

Olympic culture and the fear that 
without systemic change in Indian 
sporting structures, this would be yet 
another false dawn. 

For the first time in Indian 
Olympic history, the media 
appropriated these accomplishments 
in a manner associated commonly 
with cricket. All of a sudden, Bindra 
was flooded by sponsorship offers 
that had long since been reserved for 
over-pampered cricket stars alone. A 
poll on Times Now revealed that the 
national religion of cricket had slid 
in the popularity charts. According 

the process made a statement about 
the significance of sport in an era of 
escalating political turmoil. Olympic 
success, the victories demonstrated, 
held the promise of uniting Indians 
across the country. With some of 
India’s greatest sporting achievements 
at the Olympics coming at a time 
when the nation was seeking answers 
to sudden terror attacks, their impact 
was all the more visible. In the days 
before the Olympic Games, most 
Indians were grappling with the 
political crisis at hand and were 
hardly concerned about what the 
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he Journal of Sport and 
Tourism (Nov. 2011) puts 
together four insightful 
papers, which explore the 
impact of the Olympic 
and Paralympic Games on 
communities and cities. 
In a sense, the raison

d’etre of the Games is to make the 
world a smaller place, and tourism 
and sport, without doubt, are closely 
connected. The papers in the journal 
establish this connection further. 
Legacy is the common theme in each 
of the papers and various aspects of 
legacy are touched upon covering 
Torino (2006), Beijing (2008) and 
London (2012). 

The guest editorial by Grahams 
Brown is informative and sets the 
tone for the special issue highlighting 
the close proximity between mega 
events, tourism and long-term 
legacy.

The first paper in the issue – 
“Developing a framework for 
evaluating Olympic and Paralympic 
legacies” by Tracy J Dickson, Angela 
M Benson and Deborah A Blackman 
– sets out to present an outline to 
help understand the ‘legacies’ of the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games and 
their endowments on the host country. 
As mentioned in the paper, “legacy is 
also of interest to governing bodies 
as evidenced by recent symposia on 
the subject (IOC 2000, 2002) and the 
inclusion of legacy in the charters of 
both the IOC and the IPC.”

But despite this and “interest 
at local, regional, national and 
international levels”, research on 
legacies has still not become very 
popular. The authors cite this lack of 
“broad acceptability” as their main 
reason for writing the paper and go 
on to show how holistic research on 
legacies has truly been lacking.

The most explicit theoretical 
framework in the paper is the “legacy 
radar framework”. The authors believe 
that it will help future researchers 
and provide an insight into how to 
study the legacies of Olympic and 
Paralympic Games and other mega 
events.

The concept of legacy is clearly 
defined in the essay and a number of 
definitions used by the authors help 
comprehend legacy better — in the 
negative as well as positive contexts.

The authors study the growing 
importance of legacy in mega sport 
events by conducting case studies of 
the games held at Vancouver (2010) 
and to be held at Russia (2014), Rio 
de Janeiro (2016) and of course, 
London.  They bring to light how 
legacy in used as a “selling tool” by 
stakeholders to host countries or 
communities.

 Extrapolating the arguments in 
this essay to an Indian context, one is 
reminded of the legacy of corruption 
left behind by the Commonwealth 
Games, drawing attention to the 
question: is huge public expense on 
mega sporting events truly justified?

The next essay – “Gran Torino: 
The 2006 Olympic Winter Games and 
the Tourism Revival of an Ancient 
City” by Piervincenzo Bondonio and 
Chito Guala – elaborates on urban 
regeneration, which was introduced 
in the first essay as a demonstration 
of the legacy radar.

It takes up the winter Olympics 
in Turin, Italy as a case study and 
presents in a systematic manner how 

The Journal of Sport and Tourism (Vol 16, No 4) 
Routledge/Taylor & Francis, November 2011 

it served to be a “catalyst of Turin’s 
urban renewal”. The authors begin 
by talking about the Olympic Games 
and its connection with regeneration 
and tourism in the context of Torino 
2006. They are concerned with the 
true implications of the Winter 
Games on Turin as it transformed 
the “one company (Fiat) town” 
forever. Some interesting points 
put forward by the authors include 
how Turin came at par with Milan, 
Venice and Verona as a destination 
not to be missed due to its hosting 
the Olympics. The number of hotel 
rooms increased manifold and top 
quality restaurants mushroomed 
all over the city as a result. It is 
interesting to note that tourism in 
Turin did well even during the global 
financial crisis thanks to the legacy 
left behind by the Games.

While drawing attention to the 
positive legacy left behind by the 
Games, the authors also take a 
pragmatic approach in dealing with 
the current situation and suggest 
that “obviously, the Olympics 
could not have been the answer to 
the economic global crisis or to the 
specific problems of Fiat and the 
automotive centre, but it could never-
theless provide an opportunity for 
urban renewal if suitably planned”.

The third essay – “Seeking (and 
not seeking) to leverage mega sports 
events in non-host destinations: The 
case of Shanghai and the Beijing 
Olympic” by Lisa G Beesley and 
Laurence Chalip – shows how the 
Australian experience and knowledge 
was totally incompatible with China. 
It analyses how knowledge in order 
to be relevant needs to be localised.

This paper starts with the authors 
telling us that the common notion of 
assessing the impact of a mega event 
is in terms of the outcomes they 
bring to the table, as to how “there 
is a need to move from traditional 
preoccupation with assessing event 
outcomes in hindsight, to a more 
strategic approach that considers 
in advance how host and non-host 
communities can derive sustainable 
benefits from events”.

Moving on to explaining the 
concept of leveraging before, during 
and after the actual events, the authors 
show how leveraging contribution 
positively by “increasing visitor 
stays, retaining local spending and 
positioning a destination in ways that 
enhance its overall market position” 
impacts upon a city. 

They then lay down the tactics 
that produce positive outcomes 
for a non-host destination, i.e. pre-
event training, staging preliminary 

competitions, hosting lead-in 
activities and creating activities that 
foster event business. This is done 
by citing the example of the Hunter 
Valley region, which is two hours 
away from Sydney and benefited 
from the 2000 Olympic Games 
despite being a non-host destination. 
The same argument is extended to 
Shanghai with the authors arguing 
that Beijing 2008 provided Shanghai 
the perfect opportunity to leverage 
its tourist potential.

While the paper is informative 
and covers all the issues it sets out 
to, its language is complicated and is 
difficult to comprehend and that’s a 
bit of a dampener. 

The last paper in the special 
issue – “An exogenous shock to the 
system? The London 2012 Olympic 
and Paralympic Games and British 
Tourism Policy” by Mike Weed, 
Joanne Stephens and Chris Bull – 
bears most contemporary relevance. 
It deals with the effect of the London 
2012 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games on British tourism policy 
development by looking at British 
tourism company documents (from 
1999-2010) related to tourism 
policies. 

An important aspect of the 
paper is that the authors want the 
readers to judge their quality of 
the analysis instead of just agreeing 
with what has been presented. In 
their words the “interpretations of 
conclusions presented here are open 
to challenge”. 

Looking at the archives of 
British Tourism Company, the 
authors have identified four major 
themes that have featured in British 
tourism policy time and again: 
quality, marketing, niche markets 
and providing outstanding visitor 
experience. In highlighting these 
themes, the paper shows how 
British tourism policy has been 
transformed since the awarding of 
the 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games at the IOC session in 
Singapore in 2005. This essay ends 
with the powerful conclusion that 
a tourism legacy is essential for the 
9.3 billion pound investment of 
public money to make the Games 
experiment worthwhile for Great 
Britain in the long run.

In conclusion, it must be 
acknowledged that this edition 
leaves the reader with a far greater 
insight into the close relationship 
between sport, tourism and legacy. 
Each of the papers published are 
relevant and a follow up volume is in 
order at the conclusion of London 
2012 in taking the analysis further.

Sport, tourism
and legacyT
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Cambridge. Roy thus had the honour 
of being the first Indian to win a 
Cambridge Blue. While in England, 
Roy joined the RAF in World War 
I and won the Brigade Squadron 
championship as well.

Roy surfaced at the Empire in 
Calcutta almost a decade later, 
sometime in 1922. The story, from 
Miller’s Mysterious Mr Brown: 

It was at the Empire that a dapper 
Bengali was persuaded at the bar 
to gulp down his scotch and soda 
and substitute for a boxer who 
had failed to turn up. Ringsiders 
watched as dress bow, stiff shirt 
and dress suit were peeled off, and 
into the ring stepped a man with 
black silk socks and patent leather 
shoes. He was introduced as “Mr 
Brown”. There was nothing to 
the Mr Brown–A.B. James fight. 
Mr Brown displayed a stiff and 
starchy left—typical of the old 
English school—a few left jabs, 
followed by a crisp right, and it was 
all over. Mr Brown left the ring as 
dramatically as he had come.
Calcutta, 10 July 1924. The 

Grand Opera House was packed to 
capacity; flyweight and bantamweight 
champion of India Edgar Brighte was 
fighting Roy, then 31. Roy was the 
crowd favourite, but Brighte was 
the champion from Bombay and a 
representative of the Anglo-Indian 
community in India, then the majority 
at boxing events. It was one of the 
finest fights seen in Calcutta until 
then. Brighte was the better known 

of the two and relied on his brawn 
more than anything else. Roy, on the 
other hand, was the more scientific 
boxer. Five rounds went evenly, with 
no quarter given, or asked for. In the 
sixth, Roy let fly and Brighte was 
knocked through the ropes. But the 
verdict went in his favour, not Roy’s.

Not surprising, perhaps, consider-
ing the time we are talking about—a 
shaky Raj on its last legs in India and 
a confused Anglo-Indian community 
unsure of its allegiance or identity.
To quote The Englishman of 11 July 
1924: 

The verdict eventually went in 
favour of Brighte. But Roy, who 
has fought his last in the ring—so 
rumour has it—can retire on worthy 
laurels, assured of the deepest 
respect of the full house which 
watched with sympathetic interest 
his wonderful performance. He 
all but defeated Brighte and put 
him through the ropes, which in 
itself is an achievement hitherto 
unaccomplished by the many 
fighters Brighte has met.
But surely a couple of good fights, 

starchy left or otherwise, would not 

have earned Roy the epithet ‘Father 
of Indian Boxing’. What, really, did he 
achieve?

Well, upon his return to India, 
Roy took up a position in the Indian 
Railways and, in 1928, under Roy’s 
enterprise, the Railways first began 
to assert itself in competitive sport, 
not just in boxing. The inaugural All-
India Railway Championships were 
held in Simla in October 1926 and 
then the first Inter-Railway Boxing 
Championships were held at the 
Grand Opera House in Calcutta on 7 
July 1928. This means that organised 
boxing in India, among Indians, 
started in the Railways. And the man 
to start it was PL Roy.

Along with being of interest to 
the youth, especially those from 
the middle-class, boxing assumed 
a symbolic relevance in the period 
between the late 1920s and the mid-
1940s. Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, as 
well as other pre-Partition centres, 
like Lahore, Karachi (in present-
day Pakistan), Dhaka, Jessore and 
Khulna (in Bangladesh), saw the 
growing popularity of ‘Natives versus 
Englishmen’ boxing bouts. And, like 
PL Roy’s protégé and now a vice-
president in the Bengal boxing set-up, 
Asit Banerjee, tells us, “These fights 
became more than just bouts between 
boxers; it became a phenomenon 
where the locals felt that even if 
we can’t kick the British out of our 
country, let’s at least knock them out 
of the boxing ring.” 

Around 1912–13, P L Roy was gaining pugilistic 
fame across the Atlantic. He had the honour of 

being the first Indian to win a Cambridge Blue. Roy 
joined the RAF in World War I and won the Brigade 
Squadron championship as well. Upon his return to 
India, he took up a position in the Indian Railways 
and, in 1928, under Roy’s enterprise, the Railways 
first began to assert itself in competitive sport, not 

just in boxing. The inaugural All-India Railway 
Championships were held in Simla in October 
1926 and then the first Inter-Railway Boxing 
Championships were held at the Grand Opera 

House in Calcutta on 7 July 1928. This means that 
organised boxing in India, among Indians, started in 
the Railways. And the man to start it was P L Roy
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hiwani and Patiala have taken 
over boxing in recent times. 
But where did boxing take 
off in India? It’s one of the 
oldest points of contention 
in the fraternity: Bombay 
or Calcutta? There’s no way 
to tell. Documentation for

the sake of it hasn’t exactly been the 
strong point of sports administration 
in this country. And while there has 
been a fair amount of reportage on 
some other sports like football and 
cricket, boxing, sadly, never made the 
grade.

What really is there? Newspapers 
at the National Library in Calcutta 
and senior journalists and historians 
in Bombay and Calcutta (of which 
there aren’t many with a lot of time 
for boxing). And, of course, Clary 
Miller’s exhaustive Indian Boxing: 
Year-by-Year (self published by the 
author in 1973), probably the only 
book on boxing ever written in 
India, and of which I posses a rather 
battered copy. Certainly not enough, 
and at times like these, you wish you 
were writing on cricket instead. But 
the following can be confirmed with 
relative confidence:  

Organised boxing, like many 
things Indian, is a British inheritance. 
Historically, organised boxing in India 
can be traced to the Raj-built streets of 
south–central Calcutta of 1884, when 
John Wilson’s Great World Circus 
pavilion was chock- full of spectators 
who had come to watch ‘Baboo’ P 
N Mitter, a Bengali gentleman, take 
on a selection of anonymous British 
servicemen. Mitter stole the show 
and the next day’s dailies said his 
opponents “should never have entered 
the ring”. What’s more important 
though is that, from this point on, 
boxing began to assume the role of 
a ‘major’ sport in undivided Bengal 
(and later, other parts of India), one 
that attracted a number of supposedly 
docile Bengali youth.

So until someone unearths some 
reliable evidence to the contrary, 
Calcutta appears to put it over Bombay 
on this front.

Be that as it may, it is the British 
who brought modern boxing to India, 
just as they brought to India cricket 
and other sports. Where and when 
does Bombay come into the picture? 
Well, we need to make a distinction 
here between ‘Indian boxing’ and 
‘boxing in India’, and ‘boxing’ and 
‘organised boxing’ to understand the 
scenario. Would stray fights, whether 
on a regular basis or not, between 
British army personnel in their 

garrisons qualify as ‘Indian boxing’ 
or ‘boxing in India’? The latter, 
according to me.

Bombay’s big entry in the history 
books comes with the setting up of 
the Bombay Presidency Amateur 
Boxing Federation in 1925. After 
which, to the huge credit of the 
federation, the conduct of the sport 
in a regular and sustained manner 
was put in place. ‘Organised boxing’, 
so to say.

The first two big figures in 
the Calcutta–Bombay debate are 
Sir Francis Stanley Jackson and  
HV Pointon. Jackson was a cricketer 
with Cambridge University and 
Yorkshire, and was an Ashes-winning 
captain for England, credited with 

Brown (OBE). It was during Brown’s 
presidency that the federation, based 
at 62 Majestic Hotel in Bombay, 
really took flight, becoming the 
governing body that every sport 
requires, organising championships, 
selecting the national team and more. 
And despite Calcutta’s intensive 
engagement with boxing in the years 
leading up to Independence, the 
first set of the IBF’s office-bearers 
had a distinctly un-Bengali look. 
The ‘President of Honour’ was the 
governor of Bombay, and then there 
was Oscar Brown as the secretary, 
with the three vice-presidents chosen 
from Madras, Central Provinces 
and Gujarat. The treasurer and joint 
secretary were also from Bombay. 

On this, historically the first day 
of Indian boxing, Mitter held his 
own against the British challengers 
and Smith managed to hold on to his 
Rs 10, there being no evidence that 
Mitter had been promised anything 
for his role in the contest. (Though 
I fancy that Mitter was too good a 
slugger to let Smith get away without 
a little something for his efforts.)

The Englishman carried this report 
the following morning: 

The sparring was fair on the 
whole, but some of the performers 
have yet a good deal to learn. 
The Bengalee gentleman who 
appeared was much too good for 
his opponents, and has a very fair 
idea of the noble art. He is a fine 
specimen of a man, over six feet in 
height, and weight, we should say, 
upwards of fourteen stones, and he 
certainly would be able to astonish 
many Europeans with whom he 
might come in contact. It is to 
be hoped that this good example 
set by one of their countrymen 
may induce others to follow in his 
steps, for there is no exercise so 
conclusive to encourage a feeling 
of self-reliance as boxing.
Post Mitter, though, Indian 

boxing did not have a brown-skin 
man on display for a good 30 years or 
so. As far as I’ve been able to verify, 
Mitter himself found no mention 
in the coming years. The late 1800s 
were a time of tremendous political 
turmoil in India. Meanwhile, in 
faraway England, a gentleman by the 
name of Ranjitsinhji Vibhaji, later 
Maharaja Jam Saheb of Nawanagar, 
and even later just Ranji, was making 
a statement on brown-skin cricket. 
His was not a political statement, nor 
was Mitter’s. But these apparently 
small feats of gaining an upper-
hand over their British rulers were 
an encouragement of sorts for the 
Indians.

The complex connection between 
the Jam Saheb and Baboo Mitter and 
the Indian freedom movement that 
they were rather removed from, is 
something for the political historian 
to unravel. Both the Jam Saheb and 
the Baboo were students of the 
white-skinned man and could well be 
counted among the loyal subjects of 
the Raj. But in Calcutta, 1884, Mitter 
may definitely have done more than 
just catch the passing attention of 
the average Bengali bhadralok going 
through the morning newspaper 
over his cup of tea. It may be that he 
provoked in that man a momentary 
pride at the feat of a fellow Indian, an 
unwitting nationalist sentiment.

Around 1912–13, PL Roy was 
gaining pugilistic fame across the 
Atlantic. Born on 20 December 1893 
to a zamindar family in Bengal, Roy 
read at London’s St Paul’s School and 
then at Trinity College, Cambridge, 
and took to boxing there under the 
tutelage of the ‘Peerless’ Jim Driscoll. 
In conversation with Clary Miller 
(reproduced in the book), Roy 
“fondly remembers the encouraging 
words of Driscoll—Roy, you’ll go to 
Aldershot”. Aldershot was the venue 
of the Public School Championships.

Roy did go to Aldershot in 1912, 
picked up the featherweight title there, 
and in 1914, represented Cambridge 
against Oxford. Cambridge beat 
Oxford by four titles to three, with 
Roy (in the bantamweight category) 
representing St Paul’s and Emmanuel, 
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being one of the first to spot the 
talent of Ranjitsinhji. He was also, 
in his later life, President of the 
Marylebone Cricket Club. But in the 
boxing context, it was in his avatar as 
the Governor of Bengal from 1927 
onwards that he made a big difference. 
Admittedly, Jackson’s efforts were 
concentrated on the British armymen 
who were stationed in Calcutta at 
the time, but contests between these 
armymen and local enthusiasts were 
encouraged (according to Miller 
as well as PL Roy’s protégé Asit 
Banerjee). Jackson was known to 
be a bit of an Indophile, helping the 
Indian cause in those nascent years.

Pointon, somewhat later, played 
a crucial role in the setting up of the 
Indian Amateur Boxing Federation, 
which came into existence in 1949. 
Pointon was President of the Bombay 
Presidency from 1944 to 1948 and 
handed the baton over to Oscar H 

And the Bombay lobby obviously 
played a part in the first ever National 
Championships in India being held in 
the city in March 1950.

But let’s go back to the subject 
of Baboo Mitter and that evening in 
1884 at John Wilson’s Circus.

The people of Calcutta were lured 
by an advertisement put out by a 
professional British boxer of the time, 
George Smith, in The Englishman on 
28 February. The advert ran: “At the 
sparring entertainment at 3 p.m., 
G. Smith will introduce in the ring 
a Native Gentleman who has been 
receiving instructions from him 
in the art of self-defence, and the 
undersigned will be happy to present 
any gentleman with Rs 10 that is able 
to give him three clear taps with the 
gloves on the face in the space of 
three minutes. It must be distinctly 
understood, no rushing will be 
allowed.”

Organised boxing, like many things Indian, is a 
British inheritance. Historically, organised boxing 
in India can be traced to the Raj-built streets of 

south–central Calcutta of 1884, when John Wilson’s 
Great World Circus pavilion was chock-full of 

spectators who had come to watch ‘Baboo’ P N 
Mitter, a Bengali gentleman, take on a selection 

of anonymous British servicemen. Mitter stole the 
show and the next day’s dailies said his opponents 

“should never have entered the ring”. What’s more 
important though is that from this point on, boxing 

began to assume the role of a ‘major’ sport in 
undivided Bengal (and later, other parts of India)
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To Sir Dorabji 
Tata goes 
the credit of
starting syst-  
tematic Oly-  
mpic activity 
on Indian 
soil in 1920. 
Son of the 
pioneering 

nationalist steel baron Jamsetji 
Tata, Dorabji was intimately 
involved in fulfilling his 
father’s idea of creating an indigenous 
and modern steel industry in India. 
He is widely credited with the 
establishment of the Tata Steel 
Company in Jamsetpur (now 
Jamshedpur) that became India’s 
largest private enterprise of the 
time. Before taking an interest in 
Olympism, Sir Dorabji had already 
played a key role in the establishment 
of school and college cricket in 
Mumbai in the 1880s.

In early 20th-century Bombay/
Maharashtra, sport became the playing 
field where tradition and modernity 
met, clashed, and fused. A good 
example here is that of the Deccan 
Gymkhana. After the successful start 
of the Harris Shield, the idea was 
modified in Poona (now Pune) with 
the creation of the Gymkhana. The 
committee that ran the Gymkhana 
was not conversant with the details 
of managing such athletic meets on 
European lines and wanted to develop 
their sports programme more in line 
with established Indian traditions. 
Sir Dorabji, who was nominated the 
President of the Gymkhana, played a 
central role in the fusion of foreign 
and indigenous cultures that ensued. 

At the first athletic meet the 
Gymkhana organised, Sir Dorabji 
found that the competitors were “all 
boys of the peasant class working 
in the fields and living off poor 
fare…” Naturally they had no idea 
of European rules or modern training 
of any kind. On attending a meeting 
of the Gymkhana, Sir Dorabji found 

Pioneer of the
Indian Olympic

movement

that they were proposing to run their 
100-yard heats round a bend without 
strings. This was because their sports 
ground was very small and the track 
was part of a rough unrolled grass 
field. To the peasants, running 
was running, but now it had to be 
undertaken under standardised and 
controlled conditions. In Dorabji’s 
letters on the subject, preserved at 
the International Olympic Museum 
and for the first time reproduced 
here in this essay, the one thing that 
strikes the reader most palpably is 
his sense of wonder at this clash of 
peasant and Western cultures in the 
races at the Deccan Gymkhana.

Other popular events included the 
long distance race of about 25 miles, 
rightly designated the Marathon. 
The peasants who participated were 
used to running barefoot on hard 
macadamised or dirt roads. Despite 
their lack of training and the primitive 
conditions on offer, the first three 
or four men ran the distance in fair 
time. As Dorabji observed, their 
time “would compare well with the 
times done in Europe or elsewhere’” 
In 1919, some of their times were 
close to the times clocked in the 
Olympics. Suitably impressed, the 
Tata scion decided to send three of 
the runners, at his own expense, to 
the Antwerp Games of 1920. 

This was the birth of India’s 
Olympic encounter and nationalist 
sentiment was at its core. As Dorabji 
Tata described his motives in a 
personal letter to the International 
Olympic Committee president, 
Count Baillet Latour, in 1929, “I 
therefore offered to arrange for the 
sending of three of the best runners 
to Antwerp to run the Olympic 
Marathon at the next meeting, when 
I hoped that with proper training 
and food under English trainers and 
coaches they might do credit to India. 
This proposal fired the ambition of 
the nationalist element in that city 
to try and send a complete Olympic 
team.”

Learning about the beginning of India’s Olympic encounter from 
the letters of Sir Dorabji Tata, the man who started it all

B O R I A  M A J U M D A R

There are so many communities, so many different religions, so 
many languages and dialects, so many different customs and ideals, 
that it is almost impossible to select a national team.

— Sir Dorabji Tata, President, 
Indian Olympic Association (1929) 
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(Top) Sir Dorabji Tata suggesting the name of Ranjitsinhji, Jam 
Sahib of Nawanagar, to take over from him as president of the Indian 
Olympic Association, in his letter to Count Baillet Latour, the 
Olympic Committee president, dated 15th January 1928.

The champion who didn’t know 
she was one

When she won the women’s golf 
event in Paris, Margaret Ives 
Abbott became the first American 
woman to win an Olympic event. 
Abbott, who had travelled to 
Paris to study art under renowned 
artists Edgar Degas and Auguste 
Rodin, had battled it out against 
her own mother who finished tied 
for seventh in the same event. 
That’s the first and, till date, only 
Olympic event in which a mother 
and daughter competed against 
each other. Astonishingly, Abbott 
wasn’t aware of the event being 
part of the 1900 Olympic Games 
and died not knowing that she 
was an Olympic champion. It was 
only after her death in 1955 that 
historical research established 
that the sport was on the Olympic 
programme. Another interesting 
fact about Abbott, who was born 
in Kolkata (erstwhile Calcutta), 
India, in 1876, is that she was the 
first ever India-born Olympic 
gold medallist.

Arthur Conan Doyle and the 
controversial Italian

The London marathon in 1908 was 
witness to a controversy. Italian 
marathon runner Dorando Pietri 
was the first to cross the finish 
line, but at the fag end of the race, 
an exhausted Pietri was forced 
to seek help as two officials took 
him by the arms and took him to 
the finish line. After much debate, 
the panel of judges disqualified 
him for taking outside assistance 
and American Johnny Hayes 
was declared Olympic champion. 
However, at the suggestion of 
celebrated novelist and the creator 
of Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle, Queen Alexandra 
awarded Pietri an honorary gold-
plated cup. Interestingly, Conan 
Doyle is also believed to be one 
of the officials who helped Pietri 
finish the marathon and later 
helped raise some £300 for him.

The champion survivor of the 
Titanic disaster

Twelve years after surviving the 
1912 Titanic disaster, American 
Norris ‘Dick’ Williams won the 
gold in the mixed doubles tennis 
event in the 1924 Paris Games. 
Geneva-born Williams was aboard 
the liner when it struck an iceberg 
and sank. He had watched his 
father die after being hit by a huge 
funnel while Norris clung on to 
the side of a collapsible lifeboat, 
waist deep in the freezing water. 
He was later rescued by another 
ship, RMS Carpathia. The doctors 

wanted to amputate both his legs 
to avoid gangrene, but Williams 
refused. He recovered and soon 
and went on to win the Wimbledon, 
the US Open and the Davis Cup 
titles before winning the coveted 
Olympic gold.

Coubertin the Olympic champion
Not too many know that the ‘father 
of modern Olympics’ Baron Pierre 
de Coubertin was an Olympic gold 
medallist himself. In 1912, Coubertin 
entered the art competitions under 
the nom de plume of ‘Georges 
Hohrod and Martin Eschbach’ and 
surprisingly saw his Ode to Sport, 
written in French and German, 
winning the gold medal in the 
literature category.  

The great general and his 
Olympic moment

The head of the US team for the 
1928 Amsterdam Games was 
Douglas MacArthur, the legendary 
general who later became the head 
of the American armed forces in 
the Pacific during World War II. It 
was during the 1928 Olympics that 
he famously said ‘Americans never 
quit’ to the manager of the Olympic 
boxing team when the latter wanted 
to make his team withdraw due 
to the controversial defeat of 
American boxer Hyman Miller 
against Belgium’s Marcel Sartos in 
the flyweight category.

From the Olympics to Hollywood 
to Monaco

John Brendan Kelly Sr, also known 
as Jack Kelly, was one of the most 
accomplished American rowers in 
the history of the sport. Kelly did 
not plan to compete in the 1920 
Antwerp Games, but with his 
application for the Henley Royal 
Regatta, the most prestigious event 
in rowing, being rejected, Kelly 
embarked on a mission to Antwerp 
and won the single-scull event by 
a second – one of the closest races 
in Olympic history. Half an hour 
later, he teamed with his cousin 
Paul Costello to win the double-
scull (2x) race. In 1924, Kelly won 
his third Olympic gold, repeating 
his success in the double-scull event 
in Paris. He eventually won 126 
straight races in the single scull.

Jack Kelly was also the father 
of iconic Hollywood actress and 
princess of Monaco, Grace Kelly. 
Following in his father’s footsteps, 
Kelly’s son John Brendan Kelly Jr 
won a bronze at the 1956 Melbourne 
Olympics and, interestingly, 
presented the medal to his sister 
Grace – who had married Prince 
Rainier earlier that year – as a 
wedding present.

Olympic trivia
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he world turns on its axis, 
night comes after day, 
the Olympic Games are 
held every four years. The 
Olympics are so much a 
predictable, fixed feature of 
the rhythms of the world 
that it is easy to forget

that they essentially began as a private 
initiative by a French aristocrat. In the 
early years it was far from obvious that 
the Olympics would become so widely 
accepted as a global event and that there 
were other competitors who could 
have eclipsed the Olympic Games or 
prevented its rise as the preeminent 
gathering in global sport. 

For example, during World War I, 
Pierre de Coubertin was very worried 
about the potential of the ‘Inter-Allied 
Games’, being organised by the United 
States. When these Games, dubbed 
the ‘Military Olympics’, were held 
in France in 1919, Coubertin wrote a 
letter of complaint to one of the guiding 
lights of the event, the YMCA director 
Elwood S Brown, who responded by 
saying that the Inter-Allied Games 
“were not a rival of the Olympics 
Games in any sense”. (YMCA 1909-
1927: IOC archives) Similarly, when 
the Far Eastern Asian Championship 
Games, which brought together Asian 
countries for a sporting event for the 
first time, were dubbed the ‘Far Eastern 
Olympiad’ in  1913, Coubertin again 
insisted on preserving the brand name 
of ‘Olympics’ only for his event. The 
nomenclature of the ‘Asian Olympiad’ 
became crucial because of the early 
insecurities of the Olympic Movement 
and its name was changed to the Far 
Eastern Championship Games from 
1915 onwards (Hong, 2007, xvii). 

One of the biggest problems the 
Olympics Movement ever faced in its 
evolution is the story of the now largely 
forgotten Games of the Emerging 
Forces (GANEFO), which were 
promoted by Indonesia’s President 
Sukarno in 1963. The idea arose out of 
a dispute between Indian officials and 
Indonesian administrators at the 1962 
Asian Games in Jakarta, which led to 
the Indonesians being suspended from 
the International Olympic Committee. 
Sukarno, one of the originators of 
the Non-aligned Movement with 
Jawaharlal Nehru, was so incensed that 
he responded by creating his own new 
international sporting event. The new 
Games were directly linked to the spirit 
of Bandung, he would argue, and ideas 
he had outlined at the UN General 
Assembly in 1960. In its conception, 
GANEFO was nothing less than a bid 
for leadership of the developing world. 
Sport was the conduit. 

The fight for Asian leadership and 
the challenge to Olympism

GANEFO was a fascinating 
interlude in the story of the global 
Olympic Movement. It carried the 
potential to seriously damage the idea of 
the Olympics itself and it emerged out 
of a complex interplay of international 
power politics between Nehru and 
Sukarno. In 1951, Delhi had staked 
its claim to wider Asian leadership by 
organising the first Asian Games under 
the aegis of the International Olympic 
Committee (Majumdar, Mehta: Ch. 7).  
Now, Sukarno was attempting to stake 
his claim to Nehru’s mantle with the 
fourth Asian Games in Jakarta serving 
as a marquee. 

The Indonesian economy was 

The games 
politician’s play

sinking. Government debt was as 
high as $1.1 billion and inflation 
was reaching 600 percent per annum 
but Sukarno’s decision to host 
the Games was indelibly linked 
to his politics. Sport, he insisted, 
was a way of asserting Indonesian 
nationalism, of showcasing “self-
confidence’ and physical and mental 
strength” (Lutan, 2007, pp 13-17). 
The changing alignments of the Cold 
War meant that he could also bank on 
the Soviet Union for a large loan to 
build the Games infrastructure and, 
equally, support from China. Jakarta 
was refurbished like never before for 
an Asiad but it was the question of 
China that would play a crucial role 
in the politics that subsequently 
unfolded. Sino-Indian tensions over 

Jakarta to be punished. He called for 
taking away the title of the Asian 
Games and turning the Jakarta event 
into “merely an international athletic 
and sports meeting”. The delegates 
agreed on the first point but since 
athletes from 18 countries had already 
in the city they ended with a request 
to Sukarno to allow the Taiwanese 
and Israelis in. 

The Games began amid this 
uncertainty and when on 30 August 
Sukarno formally informed the 
Council that he would not budge, 
Sondhi continued to lobby for 
punitive action against Jakarta leading 
to a full-scale diplomatic crisis. As the 
official IOA report would conclude, 
Sondhi’s proposals were: 

…tantamount to an insult to the 

reflect the true spirit of Bandung…
we must stage a new Asian Games, 
which does truly represent the 
spirit of Bandung. Right now, we 
must stage a new Games among 
the New Emerging force at once, 
as soon as possible, yes, in 1963. 
(Lutan & Hong, 2007, p 28)  
An Indian protest had given 

Sukarno the chance to project himself 
as the new hero of the developing 
world, much like Nehru until now. 
It was no coincidence that as soon as 
the idea was made public, the People’s 
Republic of China, which would 
invade India just a month later in 
October 1962, was the first to accord 
official approval and support.

The political drama spilled out 
onto the sporting field. The day 
after the GANEFO declaration and 
Sondhi’s escape from Jakarta, India 
was playing the football finals but 
anti-Indian passions were so high that 
it was treated virtually like an enemy 
nation. India won the gold but its 
greatest football success was eclipsed 
by the greatest crisis to inflict Indo-
Indonesian relations.  As the official 
Indian report put it: 

…it was worse than the worst for 
when we… looked like winning 
a large section of the crowd of a 
hundred thousand persistently 
booed the team. Not satisfied, 
it continued to boo when the 
Victory Ceremony to present 
the Gold medals to our team was 
performed. The National Anthem 
was drowned in the booing. 

The Indians certainly did not see 
the crowd protests as spontaneous, 
but orchestrated by “the hands of 
a political party”.(Haq, 1962, 22) 

The International Olympic 
Committee and India Vs Indonesia 

The drama in Jakarta meant that 
the IOC suspended Indonesia from 
its membership on 7 February 1963. 
This was the first time a member 
has been suspended and Sondhi 
played a key role in lobbying for 
the decision (CIO MBR SONDH: 
IOC archives). Sukarno saw this 
as an international humiliation and 
predictably, the Indonesian sports 
minister denounced the Olympic 
Games as an “imperial tool” while 
announcing his President’s intentions 
to organise his own kind of Olympiad 
(Haq, 1962, p 22). Ironically, what 
Indonesia saw as imperialism, was led 
by Indian officials.

Indian officials were so put off by 
the events at Jakarta that they now 
upped their demands. By January 
1963, the IOA was demanding 
nothing less than a full apology 
from Indonesia for “misbehaviour 
with the Indian National Anthem” 
and threatening the return of all 
medals won by Indian athletes at 
Jakarta (Indian Olympic News, Jan. 
1963). Indian sport officials also 
began to lobby global opinion in 
other sports bodies apart from the 
IOC. For instance, in September 
1962, delegates at a meeting of the 
International Amateur Athletic 
Federation were convinced by the 
Indian representative to ask Indonesia 
for an apology to India and to Sondhi 
(Mathur, 1962). India may not have 
been a powerful force as a sporting 
nation but its sport administrators 
did seem to have influence beyond its 
performance on the playing field. 

As the Indians lobbied opinion 
against Sukarno, he got busy with 
his new GANEFO. It may have been 
started as a result of a spat with Sondhi 
but GANEFO was also a product of a 
particular time in Indonesia’s political 
history. Rusli Lutan and Fan Hong 
have noted that Indonesia, still striving 
to create a post-Dutch identity, was at 
the time engaged in a revolution to 
obtain West Arian from the Dutch, 
while simultaneously confronting 
Malaysia. As Sr. Soebandrio, the 
State Minister of Indonesia told the 
Indonesian athletes at the Games, 
“Indonesia is now struggling to finish 
its revolution… GANEFO aims to 
finish mankind’s revolution to achieve 
a new world order which will be full 
of fairness, prosperity, safety and 
peace, and free from exploitation and 
suppression”. (Lutan & Hong, p 29) 

Sukarno saw in the Games an 
opportunity to become the leader 
of the ‘New Emerging Forces’ in a 
new world order but his biggest ally 
was Beijing. Chinese Prime Minister 
Zhou Enlai wrote to him expressing 
full cooperation and delegations of 
specially deputed Chinese experts 
began arriving in Indonesia to put the 
Games together. The PRC, which was 
excluded from the Olympic Movement 
saw GANEFO as an opportunity to 
gain global legitimacy. Maoist China 
pulled out all the stops “to persuade 
Asian and African countries to join the 
games”. In addition, the PRC gifted 
the Indonesians with $18 million to 
organise GANEFO (Lutan & Hong, 
2007, pp 27-31).

The rhetoric of GANEFO made 
it explicit that the Games would be 
based on the “spirit of Bandung” but 
they were also a direct challenge to 
India and the Olympic Movement. 
As many as 42 countries took part in 
the first Games at Jakarta that began 
on November 10, 1963. Most of the 
participating countries did not send 
official teams for fear of being barred 
from the Olympics. 

Despite this, at the time, GANEFO 
did seem like a major challenger to the 
Olympic Movement. The Indians were 
the most vocal in their opposition and 
made common cause with the IOC. 
In letter after letter to the IOC as it 
faced its biggest potential crisis since 
its formation, Indian officials rammed 
home their opposition to GANEFO 
and took a hard line against what they 
saw as “political influence” by Sukarno 
(CIO MBR SINGH CORR: IOC 
archives). The ill-feeling generated 
by the unpleasantness at Jakarta was 
a driving force but also at the heart 
of their efforts was a sense that a 
successful GANEFO would leave 
India powerless in Asian sport. As an 
editorial in the official IOA newsletter 
summed up: “The whole move behind 
this appears to be to form an Afro-
Asian Sports body, in which India, 
who gave Asia the present Games, will 
have no say.” (Indian Olympic News, 
Sep. 1962) 

Just as the Indians were scared 
of losing their hegemony in Asian 
sport management, the IOC was 
worried about the prospect of a 
rival body. When Cambodia hosted 
a mini-‘Asian’ GANEFO in 1966, 
37 countries participated. Again 
the PRC underwrote the event by 
building a brand-new stadium. Beijing 
has successfully turned sport into a 
tool of influence. As a worried IOC 
President Avery Brundage noted, 

the PRC was using the Games to 
strengthen its diplomatic linkages 
across Asia and Africa, giving, for 
instance, Congo Brazzaville a $20 
million loan for sporting activity 
(Lutan & Hong, 2007, pp 32-33). 
The IOC’s immediate priority was to 
avoid a split engineered by Beijing. 

The IOC need not have worried. 
The GANEFO initiative died a natural 
death with Sukarno’s relinquishing 
of power in 1966. The new Suharto 
regime was not interested in pursuing 
sport diplomacy at a time when the 
Indonesian economy was in grave 
crisis. Moreover the Chinese and 
Indonesian diplomatic relations began 
to cool off and with the breaking of 
diplomatic relations between the two 
countries GANEFO lost its primary 
sponsor. Cairo was to host GANEFO 
II in 1966 but with the Chinese and 
the Indonesians not interested any 
more, the lack of financial resources 
meant that GANEFO was given a 
quiet burial. 

GANEFO is now a forgotten 
chapter in the history of international 
sport but at the time it threatened to 
overturn the Olympic Movement. 
Indian and IOC officials fought 
hand in hand. Both had much to 
lose: India, its Asian hegemony on 
sport management, and the IOC, 
its global control over international 
sport. In the end, GANEFO was a 
vehicle for Indonesian and Chinese 
self-expression and the means to 
advance the political aims of both 
nations. Communist China used 
GANEFO to gain greater legitimacy 
while Indonesia used it to further 
its aims of becoming the star of the 
Third World. GANEFO was always 
dependent on these two countries 
and when their partnership collapsed 
the movement collapsed with it. 
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Emerging Forces (GANEFO) promoted by Indonesia’s President 
Sukarno in 1963, that posed one of the biggest challenges for the 

Olympic Movement

the disputed Himalayan borders were 
running high (the Chinese invasion 
would come a few months later) and 
Indian officials played a crucial role in 
the dispute over China in Jakarta. 

The problem arose over Taiwanese 
and Israeli athletes. Both countries 
were recognised by the International 
Olympic Committee but not 
by Indonesia. The Asian Games 
Federation, under whose aegis the 
Games were held, also recognised 
both countries so Indonesia could 
not openly refuse entry. It resorted 
instead to subterfuge. Athletes from 
both countries were invited but 
when they opened their identity card 
packets, they found that they were full 
of blank cards instead. Things came 
to a head on 21 August 1962 when a 
Taiwanese official was returned from 
Jakarta airport. 

It was at this point that G D Sondhi, 
representing India at the Asian 
Games Federation Congress, publicly 
objected to the Indonesian action. 
Arguing that excluding athletes on 
the basis of politics was against the 
Asian Games charter, Sondhi wanted 

President of Indonesia….Djakarta 
newspapers took up the cry and the 
atmosphere became charged with 
excitement. The matter passed out 
of the realm of sport.  
The Indonesian foreign minister 

intervened and though he and Sondhi 
agreed on the compromise gambit of 
appointing an enquiry committee, by 
this time the crisis had taken a life of 
its own. On September 3, the Indian 
embassy in Jakarta was stormed by 
an irate mob. Another mob attacked 
Sondhi’s hotel, searching room-by-
room for the Indian who wanted 
to withdraw Jakarta’s Asiad status. 
Sondhi escaped and flew back to 
Delhi the same day. (Haq, 1962, pp. 
19-23) 

Sukarno, on his part, saw the 
Indian action as a backstabbing 
affront to the spirit of Bandung. 
After a meeting with his ministers, he 
publicly announced that Indonesia 
would break out of the Asian Games 
format and create its own Games of 
the New Emerging Forces. As his 
office put it: 

… the Asian Games  does not truly 

The idea of GANEFO arose out of a dispute between 
Indian officials and Indonesian administrators at 

the 1962 Asian Games in Jakarta, which led to the 
Indonesians being suspended from the International 
Olympic Committee. Sukarno, one of the originators 
of the Non-aligned Movement with Jawaharlal Nehru, 

was so incensed that he responded by creating 
his own new international sporting event. In its 

conception, GANEFO was nothing less than a bid for 
leadership of the developing world.  

Sport was the conduit
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hen India organised 
the 1982 Asian Games 
in Delhi, the plan was 
to bid for the 1992 
Olympics. While 
India went on to bid 
for the Olympics, its 
appalling failure in

the process did not seem to leave any 
viable legacy to work upon in future. 
As the Indian Olympic Association 
(IOA) proceeded hastily to go for 
the bid without getting necessary 
concurrence from the Government 
of India, all its efforts ultimately came 
to nothing when the government did 
not approve its application at the last 
moment, thereby tarnishing the image 
of the country not only in the global 
sporting map but in the eyes of the 
international community. The present 
essay, by reconstructing the story of 
IOA’s bid for the 1992 Olympics, 
tries to address the administrative 
failure of India’s National Olympic 
Committee as evinced from this 
failed bid.

Raja Bhalendra Singh, then 
president of the IOA, while 
reconfirming their bid to host 
the 1983 International Olympic 
Committee (IOC) session in New 
Delhi, first placed the bid to stage the 
1992 Olympic Games at New Delhi 
in his letter to the president of the 
IOC dated 15 September 1981. It 
was, however, Buta Singh, chairman 
and chief coordinator, Asian Games 
special organising committee, who 
first made it public in April 1982 
that India would bid to host the 1992 
Olympic Games. Referring to the 
preparations going on at that time in 
New Delhi to host the Ninth Asiad, 
Buta Singh argued that the stadia and 
other facilities created for the Asiad 
would form the basic infrastructure 
for the Olympics. With the addition 
of some more facilities, he said, India 
would be capable of hosting the 
Olympics. Singh also referred to the 
opinions of foreign sports experts, 
who, after seeing the preparations for 
the Asiad, had opined that India could 
successfully host the Olympics. Buta 
Singh’s view received confirmation 
when, extremely pleased with the 
“fantastic opening ceremony” of 
the Asian Games on 20 November 
2012, Juan Antonio Samaranch, the 
president of the IOC, stated at a press 
conference that “on this showing 
alone India could well bid for the 1992 
Olympics”. He also added that India 
conducted the opening ceremony 
in real Olympic style and proved its 
capacity to stage events bigger than 
the Asian Games. A shrewd former 
diplomat, he did not spell out what 
these bigger events were but it was 
obvious the reference was to the 
Olympic Games. Referring to the 
IOC Congress to be held in India in 
March the following year, Samaranch 
stated that this was a significant step 
before bidding for the Olympics.

In the context of a successful 
hosting of the Asian Games in 
1982, Buta Singh declared that India 
would formally move its application 
offering to host the 1992 Olympics 
during the IOC session to be held in 
March 1983. When India’s first ever 
IOC session began in New Delhi 
on 24 March, Samaranch praised the 
organisation of the IX Asian Games 
and was happy to note that India 
were bidding for the 1992 Olympic 
Games. Since the 1988 Olympics was 

India’s failed 
Olympic bid
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already allotted to South Korea, an 
Asian country, questions were raised 
about holding the Games in another 
Asian city in 1992. In response to 
this, Samaranch pointed out that the 
Charter of the IOC did not contain 
any provisions which prohibited 
holding Olympic Games in Asia twice 
in a row. He considered India to be a 
new and responsible host member to 
stage the Olympics. The IOC session 
in New Delhi was part of the IOA’s 
bid to project the city as a probable 
host for the 1992 Olympic Games. 
Several IOC members were visibly 
impressed by the facilities the capital 
had to offer. It was argued that with 
almost the same body of members 
voting to elect the 1992 host city, 
New Delhi had an extremely good 
chance to host the Olympics. 

The IOA was required to deposit 
USD 100,000 while making the final 
bid to host the 1992 Games at New 
Delhi. The IOC Charter for 1983 
stipulated this condition for each city 
submitting its candidature. This sum 
would be returned immediately if the 
city were not allotted the Games, 
but would be retained in the case 
of selection and deducted from the 
total guarantee money it had to pay 
from the last settlement of television 
rights, without interest. The Charter 
on the organising of the Olympic 
Games in section 18 also stated 
that each candidate city, after being 
granted the Olympic Games, must 
pay a guarantee of USD 500,000 for 
the Olympiad.

While the IOA had already 
committed itself to bidding for 
the 1992 Olympics since 1981, its 
preparations seemed lukewarm. 
In June 1984 Aswini Kumar, vice 
president of the IOA, on his return 
from Lausanne and Paris, admitted 
that Paris was a formidable contender 
for the 1992 Games. For him, “India 
stood an excellent chance of getting 
the Games, provided a proper 
presentation was made of New 
Delhi’s bid. This, too, before and 
during the Los Angeles Olympics.” 
However, he also admitted, “little 
has been done so far to boost India’s 
chances. No brochures, no films, not 
even a pamphlet had been brought 
out.” 

That was why, it was reported 
later in end July when Paris as the 
first city submitted its formal bid 
at Los Angeles, that India was not 
“believed to have much chance in the 
vote to be taken by the 92-member 
IOC at its headquarters in Lausanne, 
Switzerland, in 1986”. 

Interestingly, despite its 
communication to the IOC regarding 

its desire to bid for the 1992 Olympics, 
the new IOA president VC Shukla 
stated in November 1984 that “the 
IOA had only expressed to the IOC 
its desire to do so and a formal bid 
would be made after all the pros and 
cons of staging the Games had been 
considered”.

The official bid from the IOA 
was submitted to the IOC in April 
1985. An Indian delegation to the 
90th IOC general session in Berlin 
held in early May 1985, comprising 
VC Shukla and his deputy Lokpathi 
Tripathi, officially promoted New 
Delhi’s bid for the 1992 Olympic 
Games. The delegation confined itself 
to making a very brief presentation of 
its case before the Executive Board 
of IOC although it arrived late and 
almost unprepared. Shukla told the 
board that most of its (board’s) 
members had been in Delhi for the 
IOC session in New Delhi in 1983 
and seen the infrastructure available 
for themselves. He was also reported 
to have assured the board that India 
would make a full presentation of its 
case, if necessary, at the next meeting. 
He argued that India had some 
inherent advantages such as the basic 
infrastructural facilities. Besides, it 
had tremendous appeal for the Third 
World and Non-aligned countries and 
did not face the threat of a boycott.

Despite IOA’s official presentation 
of its case of Olympic bid, the 
Government of India seemed to be 
unaware of, and indifferent to, the 
matter from the very beginning. 
Ashwini Kumar urged the Indian 
government in June 1985 to 
immediately back New Delhi’s bid 
to hold the 1992 Olympics. Kumar 
pointed out that there was no 
indication yet that the government 
would support New Delhi’s bid while 
representatives of other countries 
were already in Berlin trying to 
impress the IOC. As he argued, “we 
must be little more serious in our 
preparations in order to impress the 
IOC. We must have visual as well 
as reading material and film clips to 
show that New Delhi is capable of 
hosting the Games.”  

In its activities report to the IOC, 
it was mentioned that “feverish 
preparations” in that respect were 
already undertaken by the IOA. In 
October 1985 when the IOA sent 
its activities report to the IOC for 
publication in its bulletin, the report 
mentioned how V C Shukla visited 
various European National Olympic 
Committees “to muster support for 
New Delhi’s chances for holding the 
1992 Olympic Games” and made 
use of “every opportunity in making 

personal contacts to enhance the 
chances of New Delhi”.  

Similarly, in November 1985, 
while the pilot commission of the 
IOC expressed its impression that 
Delhi was equipped to stage the 1992 
Olympic Games, Gunnar Ericsson, 
chairman of the visiting IOC party, 
pointed out that its case would 
have gained added strength if only 
the government had categorically 
announced the backing for the city’s 
candidature. When Ericsson and his 
colleagues called on PV Narasimha 
Rao, the union minister for human 
resources development, and Margaret 
Alva, minister of state for sport, the 
latter expressed the government’s 
keen interest in seeing the Olympics 
come to India, but that was not the 
same thing as a written undertaking 
of support. 28 February 1986 was 
the last date for the IOA to submit 
its formal application with a fee of 
USD 100,000 and a letter from the 
government countersigning the bid. 
Hence there was little time to be 
lost. 

There was great apprehension 
in early 1986 that India would be 
out of the running to host the 1992 
Olympic Games if the government 
did not give its approval in time.  
VC Shukla stated that the IOA had 
given the full case to the government 
for its consideration and its decision 
was awaited. The IOA had assured 
the government that no financial 
liability would be involved in hosting 
these Games and, in fact, the project 
would not only leave financial surplus 
but also a number of new sporting 
facilities would have come up. But 
the matter became clear that in the 
absence of government’s approval 
the IOA’s campaign for getting the 
1992 Games had got delayed. As the 
deadline for the submission of official 
bid came perilously close, political 
parties and individuals began to raise 
their voices against the delay. Suresh 
Kalmadi, secretary of the party in 
Parliament, lamented, “it is a pity that 
our government, which is supposed 
to working faster, has not yet decided 
whether New Delhi should host 
Olympic Games”.

After all this uncertainty, the 
Government of India decided to drop 
out of the race for hosting the 1992 
Olympic Games at the final hour. A 
decision not to send in the bid was 
understood to have been taken at a 
meeting of the Union Cabinet on the 
night of 27 February 1986. 

A telex was sent to the headquarters 
of the IOC at Lausanne by Shukla: 
“This is to inform you that the Indian 
Olympic Association, the National 
Olympic Committee of India, is not 
making a bid for the 1992 Olympic 
Games. However, we would like to 
register our interest in advance for 
the 1996 Olympic Games for which 
the usual bid will be made at the 
appropriate time.”

The IOA officials busied 
themselves clearing up the debris 
of what the IOA secretary-general 
C L Mehta called “the bid that had 
‘gone up in flames”’, informing all 
concerned about India pulling out of 
the race. Thus the dream of the IOA, 
of making a bid for the 1992 Summer 
Olympics, which began with the 
successful conduct of the 9th Asian 
Games in New Delhi in 1982, was 
shattered. 
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Reconstructing the story of Indian Olympic Association’s failed 
bid for the 1992 Summer Olympics, which tarnished India’s 

image as an Olympic nation and sporting entity
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An Olympian’s
perspective

n

A
thletes commit tremend-
ous time and energy to the 
pursuit of the Olympic 
Dream. For most athletes 
the commitment and 
dedication is motivated, 
not by the desire for 
external rewards or pay, 

but simply by a love of sport for its 
own sake. Athletes pursue excellence. 
They push themselves beyond their 
limits; they try, and when they fail, 
they try again. It is this kind of heroic 
dedication and the suspense of seeing 
who prevails in the Olympic contests 
that draws and holds the spectators. 
The world watches as its greatest 
athletes push the human body and 
spirit to pursue human excellence. 
People are drawn to the Olympic 
Movement because of the athletes 
and the Olympic values they are 
expected to live and embody.

Olympic athletes affirm an oath 
at the start of every Olympic Games. 
The oath is: “I promise that we shall 
take part in these Olympic Games, 
respecting and abiding by the rules 
which govern them, in the true spirit 
of sportsmanship, for the glory of 
sport and the honour of our teams.”

The athletes’ pledge is to go 
beyond merely following the rules of 
sport, to strive for something higher 
– true ‘sportsmanship’ (for men and 
women alike) – for in this lies true 
honour.

Public support for the Olympic 
Games and the Olympic Movement 
rests in large measure on the belief 
that Olympic sport embodies a higher 
set of values. I would argue that it 
transcends world championships 
or entertainment events because it 
represents the pinnacle of human 
aspirations. If the public comes 
to believe that Olympic sport is 
systemically tainted, and that no 
one has the power or the will to 
do anything about it; or, if there is 
widespread acceptance of the idea that 
it is no longer real people competing 
but doped athletic machines; 
the outcome will be a worldwide 
disaffection that will send the moral 
(and commercial) value of the Games 
into terminal decline and render it a 
circus act.

Codes of conduct and rules 
governing conduct indicate the 
barest minimum below which one 
cannot fall, and for which one can 
be penalised. We should not need a 
rule for athletes that says, ‘Do not 
cheat’. Nor should we need a rule for 
International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) members that says, ‘Do not 
take bribes’. Unfortunately, we live 
in a less than perfect world. There is 
thus the practical requirement that 
we have both rules and methods of 
enforcing them so that we can remove 
those people who seek to tarnish 
sport, or the Olympic Movement, for 
their own selfish ends. 

But are we really after something 
more? The good sport lives by a 
code of honour. This code of honour 
expresses a set of ideals worth striving 
for, not just a set of rules only to be 
obeyed to avoid a penalty. I would 
argue and defend the idea that the 
Olympic Movement is a public 
trust, not a private club. It is a trust 
established to promote the ideals of 
Olympism. How well the guardians 
of the Olympic Movement discharge 
their responsibility to the public they 
serve will be measured by how well 

they live up to Olympic ideals.
There is also a self-interested 

motivation for the IOC and Olympic 
organisers to protect Olympism, for 
it is Olympism that gives the Olympic 
Games its special status. Most 
sports have world championships 
and the public views these world 
championships to enjoy excellent 
sporting feats. But the Olympic 
Games are not just yet another 
multi-sport world championships. 
When asked, the world public 
identifies Olympic values of 
excellence, dedication, fair play and 
international peace as key ingredients 
of the Olympic Games. The Olympic 
Games command the sponsorship it 
does because the public supports the 
Games. The Olympic rings connote 
the highest set of ethics and values 
and this is what the public support is 
based on. If the Olympic Movement 
loses support, if the public comes to 
see Olympic values mocked by the 
practices of the IOC and organisers of 
the Olympic Games, then the brand 
value of the Olympic Games will also 
diminish. Preservation of Olympic 
ideals is therefore not just the right 
thing to do, it is also the best way of 
preserving the financial success of the 
Games. These Olympic ideals find 
their expression in the Fundamental 
Principles in the Olympic Charter.

From its inception, the Olympic 
Games and the Olympic Movement 
have been intended as vehicles 
for social change. Baron Pierre de 
Coubertin’s grand vision was that 
sport should contribute to the 
personal and moral development 
of young people and that a great 
international sporting festival could 

bring the world together in peace and 
celebration. (For much of its history, 
‘man’ for the IOC has referred to 
the male of the species rather than 
‘men and women’ or ‘humankind’ 
in general. De Coubertin initially 
forbade women athletes from taking 
part. Great strides have been made 
to improve the women’s programme 
at the Olympic Games, but much 
remains to be done to right the wrong 
of discrimination against women 
in the IOC itself.) Throughout its 
existence, the IOC has promoted 
sport, expanded participation and 
provided outstanding international 
competition. The ideals and 
aspirations of the Olympic Movement 
still resonate and the IOC, through 
the Olympic Charter, still expresses 
these noble sentiments.

These are indeed lofty ideals. They 
constitute the basis of what should 
be the Honour Code of the Olympic 
Movement. They leave much unsaid, 
but, when applied, they point the way 
forward to the IOC and Olympic 
organisers to make it worthy of its 
goals, its founders, the athletes who 
contribute so much, and the public it 
ultimately serves.

Stewardship of the Olympic 
Movement requires protecting 
Olympic values and being responsible 
for monitoring and evaluating how 
well they are put into practice. 
Unfortunately, divergent values 
frequently enter the fray; a decision 
to commit resources to one value will 
necessarily drain those resources from 
others. Reconciling these tensions, 
striking the right balance, is the 
ultimate challenge for the guardians 
of the Olympic Movement.

Since its beginning, the Olympic 
Movement has embodied important 
tensions. Tensions exist between 
participation (or sport for all) and 
sporting excellence; the pursuit 
of peace and national teams in 
competition; friendship and rivalry; 
Olympism as a movement and the 
Olympic Games as a festival; and, 
finally, between amateur (struck from 
the Charter in 1986) and commercial 
values. One essential role of the 
steward is to negotiate and balance 
these competing values.

The balance of competing values 
requires judgement, reason, a careful 
understanding of the competition 
and a willingness to make defensible 
choices. It is here that the role of 
accountability is crucial. In any 
decision, there are likely to be winners 
and losers — those who benefit and 
those who do not. Accountability 
ensures that all parties to a decision 
can see why and how the decision was 
made.

The IOC and Olympic organisers 
are accountable when they are 
prepared to show openly why a 
decision is made to award the Games 
to one city rather than another; or, 
when they explain the commitment 
of more resources to one programme 
rather than to another; and how their 
decisions best further the objectives 
of the Olympic Movement.

I would argue that athletes are the 
primary stakeholders in the Olympic 
Movement and Games. Without 
athletes, there would be no Games 
and no Movement. Sponsors have 
important interests, as do national 
governments and governing bodies 
of different sports, all of which are 
clearly stakeholders. But beyond 
these, all those who love and follow 
sport, all those who dream of 
excellence for themselves and their 
children, all those who feel that 
sport can teach important lessons 
of character and integrity, all these 
people are stakeholders too.

Call me an idealist, but I truly 
believe that De Coubertin’s vision 
for sport must remain as vital today 
as it was a century ago. The Olympic 
family has often gone astray from 
this ideal and has fallen short of the 
vision. Yet, I would argue that the 
vision itself retains all the vitality and 
truth necessary to guide us.

Within the IOC and Olympic 
organisers, there must be a movement 
away from exclusiveness and 
control, and towards openness and 
accountability. Within sport, there 
must be a transition from a destructive 
lust to win at all cost to a constructive 
desire to enjoy the process of 
competing and testing oneself fairly 
against others who are also doing 
the same. Athletes and coaches, 
and all who love and support them, 
must remember that one cannot win 
without competition, a competition 
without fairness is not a competition, 
and a win without fairness is no 
victory at all. And those outside 
the Olympic Movement, the critics, 
must change too — from a position 
of harping negatively to engaging in a 
constructive and substantial dialogue 
for change. Herein lies our greatest 
hope.

All those who love and follow 
sport, all those who still believe in the 
vision, for themselves and for their 
children, are watching and waiting.

Why Baron Pierre de Coubertin’s grand vision for sport 
remains as vital today as it was a century ago
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From its inception, the Olympic Games and the 
Olympic Movement have been intended as vehicles 

for social change. Baron Pierre de Coubertin’s 
grand vision was that sport should contribute to 
the personal and moral development of young 
people and that a great international sporting 

festival could bring the world together in peace 
and celebration. Since its beginning, the Olympic 
Movement has embodied important tensions — 

between participation (or sport for all) and sporting 
excellence; the pursuit of peace and national teams 

in competition; friendship and rivalry; Olympism as a 
movement and the Olympic Games as a festival; and, 

finally, between amateur (struck from the Charter 
in 1986) and commercial values. One essential role 

of the steward is to negotiate and balance these 
competing values


