Memories of Guangzhou Asian Games (I)
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By Zakir Hussain Syed

As I looked out of my hotel window at the sprawling skyline of Guangzhou, I had a feeling of emptiness and loss. Before I left Islamabad for Guangzhou, I had decided that this would be my last Asian Games to cover. I find international sporting events heart warming, thrilling, inspiring and rejuvenating simply because no other social event creates an atmosphere which is generated by big international sporting events like the Asian Games. These events bring together a cross section of sportsmen, officials and other categories of individuals on a platform of freedom, happiness and uninhibited friendship. It is in events like this that individuals become instant friends, even though they can’t speak a word of each other’s language. You see them talking in sign language, motioning with their hands or shake of their heads and yet the understanding is spontaneous. People go back with fond memories despite competing fiercely on the sports fields. I have seen boxers who fought a fierce bloody battle for the title go out shopping the following day as if they had been friends for ages. It is because of this single factor that such events have progressively gained in popularity with the passage of time. Bitterness between countries like India and Pakistan simply evaporates in the atmosphere of such sporting events. 

I have made wonderful friends from across the border through the platform of these sporting events. It is because of this precise reason that my personal sense of loss was so dominating on this last morning of the Asian Games. The Guangzhou Asian Games were undoubtedly the greatest Asian Games ever and the best organised mega sports event in Asia. There will never be another Asian Games like this in terms of magnitude, organisational competence and investment. No other country will ever be able to invest that sort of finances as China did in the Guangzhou Asian Games. In fact, there are already talks of scaling down the future Asian Games with reduced number of sports disciplines and duration. 

With the Beijing Olympic experience behind them, China went a step further and the scale and originality of their opening and closing ceremonies were out of this world. They had taken the minutest care about everything from clean surroundings, excellent sports infrastructure, efficient media facilities and a volunteer force that was present even in metro stations, streets, city center and all the public areas. These young girls and boys could speak English and were both polite and knowledgeable. The Chinese authorities concentrated almost all the sports facilities in one area, which made it very convenient for both spectators and the athletes. Public access in particular to this sports center was extremely convenient. It was, therefore, no wonder that all the events invariably saw capacity crowds. I was amazed to see athletic stadium completely packed on almost all the days with Chinese ace athlete Liu Xiang drawing mad popular support. He only had to step on to the athletic track to make the crowd roar. Badminton halls were no different and the urge to watch these events can be judged by the fact that tickets for various Asian Games sporting events were completely sold out well in advance and one could not buy a ticket on the actual day of the event itself. There was another reason for the paucity of the tickets also black-marketers had purchased tickets in bulk in advance and made huge profits by selling the tickets at exorbitant rates, sometimes, in collusion with the official ticket sellers.

(To be continued)
