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The other important pillars of the Pakistan sports structure are the national sports federations and the Pakistan Olympic Association. At the time of independence, the number of national sports federations was limited and it was confined to those sports only where Pakistan excelled such as hockey, athletics, boxing, wrestling, weightlifting, football etc. Selfless volunteers who devoted time, money and influence to promote sports manned these federations. For them, the exalted moments in life came when sports they were associated with performed well at international level. Sports at that point of time was not a big money game and perhaps their only selfish interest in this entire association was a foreign trip once in a while because paucity of funds prevented frequent foreign trips unlike the present system when even non prominent sports teams manage to travel frequently. 

Thus the dedication of those officials of past era earned them respect and credibility at the international level.

It is, therefore, no wonder that Pakistan sports officials were prominent at the highest level in Asia and in some cases the world. To quote just one example, Sheikh Zafar Ali, POA general secretary, was specially invited by President Soekarno of Indonesia for advice and consultations when he decided to stage the GANEFO Games. Those officials were icons compared to most of the present lot for their dedication and competence alone. With the Pakistan Sports Board (PSB) not yet having been created, they enjoyed independence of action. Admittedly, most of these sports officials belonged to Lahore and were dubbed ‘the Lahore mafia’ but their achievements were spectacular especially at the Asian level. One must not forget to mention here the great contribution of many departments such as Pakistan Army, Pakistan Police, Pakistan Railways, Pakistan Customs, Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) and Pakistan Air Force (PAF). Army, because of a wider manpower base, made outstanding contribution to Pakistan’s prominence. 

In those days they had boys companies with young recruits and once their talent became known, they were groomed and became great and famous sportsmen especially from Chakwal area. However, their climb to eminence owed much to a blue blooded Englishman by the name of Brig Rodham who masterminded a fabulous sports programme for Army athletes including training by best foreign coaches and regular frequent competitive exposure. He understood the basic requirements of the system and dedicated himself to achieve unbelievable results. As a young kid, I used to frequently see him watch the training of athletes day in and day out at the Army Stadium Rawalpindi. It was very sad that despite his immense contribution to Pakistan sports and Army’s domination at the national level, the Army authorities named not a single sports facility after him. And it had to await my tenure when I named an indoor gymnasium in the Islamabad Complex after this great man. It was my great good fortune that when I joined the PSB as an understudy director, I worked under Brig Rodham for nearly a year before taking over as director general. It was a great education indeed.

What was most noticeable in those days was that heads of various departments took great pride in the achievements of their sportsmen and were instrumental in providing support that was so vital to keep them motivated. I saw some of these exalted officials dancing in jubilation along with the players after title victories. What was then a critical factor but is sadly missing from our system today is the talent scouting system that all these departments had. These dedicated individuals went to schools colleges and even rural areas to spot talent and then attract them to their departments with job offers. Some of our Asian Games medal winners were employed as ‘coolies’ in Pakistan Railways!

To be continued
