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RUSI SURTI

A new documentary highlights how the Parsi community that once put India on the

cricketing map, is disappearing from the field as fewer youngsters step up to the crease

© Farokh
Engineer, visiting
Mumbai from
the UK, recounts
the glory days
of Parsi cricket
at the Parsee
Gymkhana at
Marine Lines
during a visit
last Friday. Pic/
ASHISHRAJE

DEBJANI PAUL

AS Farokh Engineer, one of India’s
cricketing greats, steps into Parsee
Gymkhana on Friday afternoon,
the sea-facing club bears a near
deserted look, with just a handful
of youngsters in whites playing at
the nets. And it’s not just the club
from where the Parsis have gone
missing. From a community that
pioneered the sport’s growth in the
country, Parsis have been slowly
disappearing from the sport over
the last few decades. Ironically,
even Parsee Gymkhana’s own team,
which figures in the ‘A’ division of
the famous Kanga League, features
not a single Parsi player.

Few feel this absence as keenly
as 86-year-old Engineer, who hails
from the glory days of Parsi cricket,

when the community had contrib-
uted notone, but four of the 11 play-
ers in the Indian Test team during
the 1961-62 tour of West Indies—
Nari Contractor, Polly Umrigar,
Rusi Surti and Engineer, all giants
of the game. Engineer remains the
last Parsi to have played for India
in men’s cricket.

“Why aren’t more young Par-
sis coming up in the game? [ wish
I knew. Perhaps youngsters are
not willing to work hard, or per-
haps they are more interested in
other things. Our community is
a microscopic minority, but if we
were able to produce four out of 11
cricketers on the teamat one point,
surely you'd expect someone new
to have come up by now,” rues the
flamboyantwicketkeeper-batsman,
who now resides in the UK and is

in Mumbai on a visit.

A new documentary, Four on
Eleven: The Fading Glory of Parsi
Cricket, seeks to explore this very
mystery. Filmed by Xavier Institute
of Communications (XIC) alum-
nus Shrikaran Beecharaju, 23, the
documentary is currently being
screened at the Indian Film Festival
of Melbourne (IFFM).

Narrated by former commenta-
tor and Doordarshan broadcaster
Fredun De Vitre, the film traces
the beginnings of cricket in India,
elaborating on how Parsis estab-
lished some of the earliest clubs
in the country—many of them
in Mumbai. The very first Test
team from India to tour England
in 1886 was entirely composed of
Parsis. De Vitre recounts how the
angliophile community originally
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picked up the game asawayto “get
into the good books of the British”,
but as they started to do well, it
became a way of “striking back”
against the Empire.

The film then moves on to the
1960s and '70s—this was long be-
fore cricketbecame India’s national
obsession—when Engineer and his
ilk stepped up to the crease and put
the country on the global cricketing
map. It touches uponaseminal mo-
ment in cricket history, one that is
etched in the memory of all Indian
fans: when Nari Contractor was hit
on the head by a delivery by Char-
lie Griffith at Barbados in1962, and
walked off the field. After asurgery
to repair a skull fracture, his inter-
national career had come toanend,
buthe continued to play first-class
cricket. Contractoris held up asan
example of Indian cricketers’ grit
to this day.

The documentary also mentions
the contributions of other greats
from the community, such as Diana
Edulji, who still holds the record for
mostballs delivered by any woman
cricketer in Test history. She is also
the last Parsi to have played for In-
dia in women’s cricket.

From the heights of the commu-
nity’s achievements in the game,
the documentary shifts to its lowest
pointin the second half, highlight-
ing hownotasingle Parsi player has
reached the top levels of the game
in recent years.

For Beecharaju, an avid fan of
the game, when the time came to
make his student film, cricket was
anobvious choice. “WhenIwasre-
searching crickethistory,Ilearned
that Parsi players in the '60s and
’70s revolutionised the game in
Bombay. WhenIarrived in Mumbai
to study atXIC, my campus [at Fort]
wasvery close to Parsee Gymkhana.
I decided to just walk in one day,
knowing absolutely no one at the
club, and told them that I wanted
to make a film about Parsi crick-
et. I reached out to Farokh Sir and
[Gymkhanavice-president] Khoda-

@ Arzan Nagwaswalla, 26, is the
sole Parsi cricketer playing at the
national level, and is the first from the
community to reach this level since
Farokh Engineer

& Asacricket fan, Shrikaran
Beecharaju was fascinated by the
sport’s history in India and chose
this as the subject of his student film
while studying at Xavier Institute of
Communications

dad Yazdegardi. Fortunately, they
helped me,” recalls the filmmaker,
who now resides in Hyderabad,
working as an assistant director in
the Telugu film industry.

Whatwas meant to be a15-min-
ute student film became a passion
project for the youth, who re-
searched cricket history, chased
down prominent names for his film,
shotthem and edited the film over
the course of 10 months, pouring
his entire earnings in that period
into making the hour-long film.

“I featured nine people as the
main faces of the film, and it took
a long while to edit it and build
a narrative around their inter-
views. Noise was also an issue,
since most of the interviews were
conducted on field or in crowded
clubs, but we used Al to clean it
up,” says Beecharaju.

For the Hyderabad youth, it’s
an honour to see his film being
screened at an international plat-
form like IFFM, but he hopes to
bring it to Indian viewers as well,
once he can raise the funds.

“This filmis an effort to spread the
word about the contributions of the
Parsi community to Indian cricket.
Evenavid fans might notbe aware of
this history. This film canbe a start-
ing point for anyone who wants to
know more about the game’s evolu-
tion in the country,” he says.

For Engineer, the hope is that
the documentary reaches out to
the younger members of the com-
munity and inspires them to don
whites. “When the young man
[Beecharaju] reached out to us, we
agreed to feature in his film be-
cause we thought it might inspire
the younger generation. It doesn’t
matter atwhatlevel they playat, as
long as they have a burning desire
to dowell”

The film explores several pos-
sible reasons why younger Parsis
are not showing an interest in the
game, whether it’s academic pres-

Continued on page 21
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sure, parents’ apprehensions of
whether it makes a stable career
or simply a wider range of sports
to choose from.

De Vitre ventures that “perhaps
it’s tied to increased affluence in
the community”, with Parsi num-
bers dropping notjustin cricketbut
all kinds of sports. “Ironically, the
older generations still go and play
at clubs and enjoy the game. You
don’t have to play at the highest
level, just enjoy the game at what-
ever level you play. And the more
you play, the more likely it gets that
someone from the community will
rise to the top of the game. We have
a seniors team—all above 50—at
Parsee Gymkhana. Butwe don’'t see
the same enthusiasm among the
youth,” he adds.

“Maybe they’'ve had too much
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dhansak,” jokes Engineer, adding
that he does not see the same grit
of yore. “I used to come from Da-
dar to CCI to practise and would
hang off the trains, just missing
the telegraph poles by inches. I'd
carry my heavy kit bag and walk
back from Dadar station to Dadar
Parsi Colony. It wasn't easy, but I
was determined to make some-
thing of myself. Unless you have
thatburning ambition, in anything,
you won't succeed.”

In the documentary, a single
name spells hope for the communi-
ty—Arzan Nagwaswalla, aleft-arm
pacer from Gujaratwho is the first
Parsi to play at the national level
since Engineer. In 2021, he was also
picked as a stand-by player for the
Indian squad touring England, but
Engineer’s streak as the last Parsi
player atthe international level re-
mains unbroken, as Nagwaswalla

didn’t get to play.

The 26-year-old, who hails from
Nargol village in Valsad, feels both
pride and the weight of expecta-
tions riding on him. “I feel proud
that after Farokh sir, I am the first
Parsi to have made it to the national
level, butIalso feel responsibility to
uphold the legacy of the greats who
have come before me, he says, add-
ing thathe is the only Parsi playing
at the Ranji level as well.

“The Parsi population is shrink-
ing every year; there are very few
young Parsiboys left to take up any
sport. There were no Parsis in my
school [Jadi Rana High School in
Valsad, on the border of Gujarat
and Maharashtra] either. The only
Parsis I know are in Mumbai, and
allare either pursuing academics or
jobs or their family business. Sports
is not a serious career option for
young Parsis,” he adds.

“Arzan is a lovely bowler. I was
delighted when he was inducted in
the Indian squad, butwas nothappy
that he didn’t play. But that’s how
it happens—[sometimes one is]
so near and yet so far. But at least
he’s in the selectors’ minds. To be
selected foraninternational tour is
awonderful thing,” says Engineer.

For now, the wicketkeeper still
waits to pass on the baton—or the
gloves—to the next generation.
“I'm sick and tired of hearing that
I'mthe last Parsi to play Test cricket
for India. Iwould love nothing bet-
ter than for someone to come and
break that record”

debjani.paul@mid-day.com

Zubin had the zing, but not the India cap

NO male Parsi has been able to
earn an India cap after Farokh
Engineer played his last Test

in 1975. But a section of the
Mumbai cricketing fraternity
believes opening batsman
Zubin Bharucha had the
potential to be the next Parsi
India player.

In November 1992,
Bharucha, then 22, scored a
hundred on Ranji Trophy debut
for Mumbai against Baroda.
Less than two years later, he
carved an Irani Cup hundred for
Mumbai at the same Wankhede
Stadium to solidify his case
as a future India opening
batsman. Bharucha made the
Mumbai Irani Cup team as he
was part of Ravi Shastri’s 1993-
94 Raniji Trophy-winning side.

Against Maharashtra in the
league stage of the 1993-94
national championships, he
scored 93 while his next best
score that season was 51 in
the second innings of the
semi-finals against the same
opponents. Four games later,
his tryst with first-class cricket
came to an end.

Bharucha had played for
Podar College and Dadar Union
Sporting Club. But before
that, he had an exciting stint
with Azad Maidan club, Parsi
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Cyclists, whom he joined as

a l4-year-old. Parsi Cyclists
were sad to see him go, but
like in all departures, wounds
heal. Coaching was an avenue
he explored, experienced and
excelled in. Ask Rajasthan
Royals, who he has been
associated with since the start
of the IPLin 2008. Ditto the Sri
Lankan team who profited from
his recent consultation to beat
India in an ODlI series for the
first time since 1997.

Clayton Murzello

Red Fort's Bandwallahs in Worli

Tao Art Gallery celebrates the 100th year of Krishen Khanna, the last surviving progressive artist,
highlighting urban, Christian and mythological themes in his distinctive abstracted figurative artwork

SUCHETA CHAKRABORTY

WHEN the Partition of India hap-
pened, itbecame imperative to look
for a method of existence. Mid-
dle-class families had to scramble
for any means of earning... I have
seenand been through the wrench
of people being thrown out of their
world, which has moved me to ex-

press their world,” 99-year-old Kr-
ishen Khanna tells us in an email
interaction, transcribed by his
daughter Malati Shah, whenwe ask
himifthereisaperiod in his prolific
seven-decade-long career that now
feels particularly prominent. Khan-
nagrew up in pre-Partition Lahore,
and the country’s turbulent social

The exhibition commemorates Krishen Khanna's prolific seven-decade-long career and features a
collection of sculptures, tapestries, paintings and hand sketches from his various phases

into hiswork that encapsulated the
human and the everyday. “[O]ne
developed a sense of humour and
empathy, which buoyed one’s spir-
its. Add to this my desire and ability
to expressit,” he observes. “Things
that are heavy can be viewed with
lightness and empathy. Empathy is
the foundation of my art, depicting
ordinary people in their nobility.”

Khanna’s distinguished career is
being commemorated in an exhi-
bition (on till September 3) at Wor-
li’s Tao Art Gallery titled Krishen
Khanna: The 100th Year of a Legacy.
“Krishenji’s subjects are about the
common man rendered in an ab-
stractway. He is a constant reader,
writer and creator, who has lived
eachdaytoits fullest.Ifeel thatthe
new generation must get glimpses
of his creations,” Tao’s owner and
curator of the show Kalpana Shah,
who has wanted to put this show
together for a while, tells us.

The exhibition brings togethera
collection of sculptures, tapestries,
paintings and hand sketches from
different phases of Khanna’s career.
It features his iconic series Band-
wallahs, a recurrent theme in his
oeuvre since the 1980s, along with
other works around Christian and
mythological themes. His works

Krishen Khanna with Kalpana Shah at
the group show Imprintsin July 2007
at Tao Art Gallery. PICS COURTESY TAO
ART GALLERY

from the Bandawallah series,
part of a larger body of work built
around his observation of urban
experiences, are raucous and col-
ourful. “The fact that have painted
alotof Bandwallahs emerges from
the fact that these people were al-
ways to be seen in knots in many
places like Red Fort and Jangpura,
where I have lived,” Khanna notes.
“Theybecame my subjectbecause
they were everywhere to be seen;
alone, notmuch could be achieved,
butas agroup, theywere aband. It
surprised me to think that so little
of this subject made its way into
the work of other artists. A rare

exception was Mickey Patel, who
too, made it a point to discover
this whole heap of subject matter
in figurative art”

In 2001, to celebrate Tao Art
Gallery’s first anniversary, Shah
curated a show titled Ashtanay-
ak with PAG (Progressive Artists’
Group) members Tyeb Mehta,
Krishen Khanna, MF Husain, SH
Raza, Bal Chhabda, VS Gaitonde,
Akbar Padamsee and Ram Ku-
mar. She remembers how Husain
hand-sketched the catalogue cover
sitting in front of her with a piece
of charcoal, the names appearing
not alphabetically but, in a circu-
lar pattern, so that “no one was
better than the other; all were
equal” Copywriting was done
by Krishen Khanna. “It was such
an emotion-driven idea,” recalls
Shah. The exhibition showcased
two works from the 1950s and two
works from the 2000s of each artist
to mark their fascinating 50-year
creative journeys.

“They all had individuality and
were not influenced by each oth-
er’s work, but were still friends,”
she remarks. Shah shares mem-
ories of meeting Khanna over the
years in Delhi and Shimla, of his
basement studio where he seemed
like “a free soul at play”, and of an
early meeting with him when she
boughtan artworkwithout negoti-
ating. ““You are not a gallerist, you
are one of us, he had said,” she re-
calls with a smile.

smdmail@mid-day.com




