Whose Cup is it anyway?
By Afia Salam
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WILL we, won’t we, will we, won’t we … win the World Cup? …. No, no, no …. that is, frankly, not what I was going to ask; the one question most cricket lovers in Pakistan are concerned with these days is whether we will be able to muster a playing XI come the first ‘serious’ match of the 2007 World Cup.

Are we missing the big picture because of the recent spate of injuries and other problems that have resulted in a game of musical chairs being played by the Pakistani cricketers? Why is there this feeling of despondency that this probably is the weakest outfit ever that is taking part in this prestigious tournament?

If it is any consolation, at least this time around, the team is seeded fourth amongst the 16 participants, and, given its reputation and penchant for being unpredictable, it can still pull off the most amazing of upsets. This is about the only team wielding the willow that can beat the best and be beaten by the worst.

However, while our attention remains focused on the quest for the 2007 World Cup, it would be interesting to take a trip down the clichéd memory lane and savour some memorable moments from the World Cups of the past.

1975 – THE CUP FOR THE CALYPSOS: The tentative experiment of limited overs’ cricket, initiated in England through the Sunday League, was slow to catch the imagination of the other cricket playing nations. Despite the frowns of the purists, who maintained that it was just ‘not cricket,’ the genre pumped fresh life-blood into a game badly in need of resuscitation due to dwindling audiences and England boasted of three major tournaments, while all the other countries had played a mere 18 limited overs’ international matches among them until the first Cup.
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England’s Sunday League was responsible for the spin-offs that one witnessed in all the other cricket playing countries where at least one official one day cricket tournament was made part of the cricket calendar.

Since nothing succeeds like success, One Day Cricket was able to attract major sponsorship, and hence, in 1975, all six Test playing nations – England, Australia, Pakistan, India, West Indies and New Zealand – along with two wannabes, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and East Africa (a combination of club cricketers from Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia) gathered in England for the first World Cup that was sponsored by Prudential Assurance for the princely sum of £100,000!

In that summer of ’75 when the quest for the Cup commenced, England started out as clear favourites, due to the home advantage, as well as experience in the art of limited overs’ cricket. However, before the summer was over, many claims rang hollow and many a talent and ability unearthed, not the least from amongst the Calypsos who played with abandon to carry off the Cup.

The Pakistan team surprised itself as well as its detractors by putting up a spirited show, especially in the match against the eventual champions, whose late order players Derryck Murray and Andy Roberts saved them the blushes. The Pakistani young guns, led by Asif Iqbal, had already given an admirable account of themselves against the Australians, and players like Majid Khan, Wasim Raja, Mushtaq Mohammed, Zaheer Abbas, Sadiq Mohammed and Asif Iqbal himself gave the opposition a run for its money.
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However, the most abiding memory of the World Cup was provided by the captain of the Champions, Clive Lloyd, whose masterly knock of a century pulverized the fearsome Australian pace attack. The sound of the Calypsos was all-pervasive all round The Lords’ cricket ground, where the final was played before a capacity crowd, and the din was deafening when he lifted the Cup given to him by Prince Philips above his head. Thus ended the first ever international one day tournament amidst a lot of glitz and glamour.

1979 – THE CUP STAYS IN THE CARIBBEAN: The resounding success of the first tournament was what actually resulted in it becoming a regular feature, on the pattern of the Football Cup, held once every four year. However, before the staging of the second World Cup, the cricketing community underwent some cataclysmic changes that changed its complexion forever.Australian TV tycoon Kerry Packer, now a part of cricket lore, shook the cricket world to its core by recruiting the top players of most of the teams in the world for his World Series Cricket. Never before had the establishment been challenged in this manner, and the stand-off resulted in the ouster of his ‘recruits,’ who were even dubbed as mercenaries by the more uncharitable.

Whether the divide would be bridged in time to allow the ‘Packerites” to return to the folds of their teams in time to make into the World Cup squads was the question that agitated the minds of cricket lovers on the eve of the 1979 World Cup, which was again hosted by England.

The Pakistani and West Indian cricket Boards, under tremendous public pressure, ‘forgave’ the Packerites and included them in their squads, but the irate English and Australians did not, and paid the price for their rigidity by having to field a decimated line up.
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This time around, a qualifying round of the 15 ICC affiliates had been played. Out of these, the teams of Sri Lanka and Canada had been promoted to play in the senior league. Interestingly, one player of Pakistani origin, Masood ‘Chick’, played for the US team, while another, Issac Solomon, led the Israeli team.

The Pakistan team, again led by Asif Iqbal, gave a good account of itself against Canada and Australia. However, when it came face-to-face with England, it was terrorized by Mike Hendricks, who ripped through its middle to clinch victory for his team. It is quite another matter that the team was not able to enjoy the fruits of its winnings as a thief made off with the team’s winnings of £1400!

The classic clash was a match between the Pakistanis and the reigning champions, the West Indies, where Majid Khan and Zaheer Abbas put up a spirited display of batting. However, over the years, the West Indies had become a formidable power, and in the end it prevailed. The encounter provided some classy entertainment to a packed house.

However, the most memorable match of the 1979 World Cup was undoubtedly the final between West Indies and England, which saw King Richard the Lion Hearted rule imperiously and indisputably wielding his willow like a mighty sword that ripped the heart out of England’s bowling. His unbeaten 138 was studded with 11 fours and three sixes, and he was supported in his campaign by a hard-hitting 86 from Collis King.

To add to England’s plight, the genial giant Joel Garner just tore through the batting lineup, capturing five wickets for four runs in 11 balls. The result: their skipper Clive Lloyd again hoisting the World Cup to the loud cheers and the sound of calypsos and reggae.

1983 – THE SUB-CONTINENTAL SHIFT: It was time for the center of gravity to shift, and for consistency to triumph over brilliance. By now, Sri Lanka had been admitted to the comity of full Test playing nations, while from the ICC Trophy qualifying rounds, Zimbabwe emerged as the best team, to make its entry into the senior league.

While the West Indian team had become a formidable force due to its feared pace quartet, and packed a heavy punch through the batting brilliance of players like Richards and Greenidge, the other teams relied on individual spurts of brilliance to move ahead. From amongst the Pakistani players, Zaheer, Javed Miandad, Imran Khan and Sarfraz Nawaz earned laurels through their efforts with the bat and the ball.
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However, more than a show of brilliance, it was steady consistency that carried the day, as the Indians showed to all the other teams in the tournament. Solid batting, (Srikanth, Yashpal Sharma), accurate medium pace (Mohinder Amarnath, Roger Binny and Madan Lal) and some very neat, tight fielding saw them wrest the crown from the two-time champions whom they defeated convincingly in the final.

India’s win not only was a huge success for its home team, but also set the trend of the dominance of the Asia cricket teams, and the emergence of the Asian countries in the cricketing management. The growing popularity of the game had spawned multi-million dollar spin-offs, and made available sponsors who made it possible to shift the World Cup competition from England.

This is how, when Pakistan initiated the bid for the World Cup in 1987, India joined hands and the deal was clinched.



If anything, World Cup history is a reminder that things often do not go to plan and elements like paper strength and pre-tournament form and seeding fail to come to the aid of those in need of them. It is the biggest stage in world cricket and that calls for nerves of steel to perform on it



1987 – CRICKETING COUP: The shifting out of the World Cup from England was nothing short of a coup, and spoke volumes about the passion, energy, drive, and hard negotiating skills of the sub-continental cricketing powers. What also tipped the scales was the economic crunch being faced by England, and its resultant inability to match the bid by the sub-continental competitors, who were no short of several lucrative proposals from astute business concerns who realized the potential of cricket as a money-spinner.
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The decision to allow Pakistan and India to host the World Cup set in motion a frenzy of activity on the development front. The entire machinery geared up to play a befitting host to the visitors and a massive infrastructure upgrade was undertaken to cater to the multitudes that were sure to throng to the stadia to see their stars in action.

This activity at a fever pitch also created a hype in expectations about team performance; so much so that the possibility of a non-sub-continental team walking away with the Cup had not really registered with the fans, as well as experts.

Almost all the matches of the tournament finished in close results, and minnows Zimbabwe also emerged with a vastly enhanced reputation. There were some brilliant performances by Pakistan, against the West Indies as well as England, with Miandad, Salim Malik and Imran displaying their skills. Among others Gavaskar, Azharuddin, Kapil Dev, Gooch, Gatting, Emburey, Richards, Richardson, Haynes, Walsh, the Crowe brothers, Ranatunga, De Silva, Mahanama, Border, Marsh, Jones and Boon put in sterling efforts for their respective sides.

By the time of the semi-finals, the interest had peaked, especially because both the host teams, India and Pakistan, had qualified, raising hopes for a final between the two arch-rivals. However, that was not to be as in two heart-breaking matches for the multitude of local fans, both the hosts were ousted by the other two arch-rivals of the cricketing world, England and Australia.

The Australian team, that had been going along in a steady, almost non-spectacular manner, peaked just at the right time to capitalize on some errors of judgments by the Pakistan team, as well as injury, and left the capacity crowd assembled at the Gaddafi Stadium Lahore absolutely crestfallen.

Similar was the case in Bombay where India took on England, only to be outdone by G-forces, Gooch and Gatting, aided by Eddie Hemmings, who ensured for England a place in the finals.
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Cricketing passions being what they are in this part of the world, the ouster of the two favourites did nothing to deter the fans who turned out in the strength of 80,000 plus in Calcutta to watch the clash of the titans. A close, keen contest ensued, and as usually happens in such situations, there was just that one moment when the luck turned, and that was when Border came on to bowl himself and earned a breakthrough by getting the scalp of his counterpart.

The rest, as they say, is history, as Australia kept the pressure up, while England never really gave up. In the end, the margin between victory and defeat was of that seven runs, but in the final analysis, that hardly matters at all, as Australia carried the World Cup, now named the Reliance World Cup after the name of the Indian business house that was the lead sponsor of the event.

1992 – THE CUP RUNNETH OVER.. FOR PAKISTAN! In 1987, the Cup had been taken Down Under by the Aussies. In 1992, the entire cricketing fraternity headed to the Southern Hemisphere for the tournament which had undergone a complete makeover! There was more of everything – more teams, with Zimbabwe having earned its stripes, and South Africa back in the fold, more venues, with New Zealand coming in as the joint host with Australia, and then there was the advent of the hugely popular day/night matches which lit up the night sky under the Southern Cross. India and England became the first teams to experience the drama. Besides, the tournament also saw the Duckworth-Lewis system make its presence felt, much to the annoyance of the players as well as the spectators, who were hard put to understand the complicated system that was employed to 'recalculate' matches interrupted by rain.

This World Cup seemed to be the one for which the teams had undergone intensive preparations, because there was excellent cricket almost in every match. Maybe the excited Australian crowds egged them on or it had something to do with the incessant playing of the tournament anthem, asking "Who'll rule the World", or maybe too many players peaked at the same time. There were many close calls and while there was a winner and a loser in each encounter, the real winners were the spectators who got to see some very good cricket.
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Playing under Imran and having the added guidance of the hugely experienced and wily Miandad, Pakistan players had the entire nation riveted to the telly screens. The young guns, or Imran's cornered tigers as they came to be known as, kept their nerve under pressure, and came through with flying colours. Aamir Sohail, Ramiz Raja, Inzamamul Haq, and of course the pace duo under the tutelage of Imran fought their hearts out to win a spot in the semi-finals.

Once there, they were a side transformed. They became aggressive, focused, and generally through their body language, indicated that they had come this far, and were going to give it their all to get to where glory was.

And what a marvelous, memorable manner in which they did that … on a sun kissed day before 85,000 spectators at the MCG and against the run of the play. For England it was yet another loss at the last hurdle. Finally, it had been decided; Pakistan would rule the (cricketing) world. The jubilation that followed is stuff one tells one's grandchildren about.

1996 – VICTORY FOR THE HOSTS: The hype generated by the victory in the 1992 Cup not only sustained the interest in the game, but it also resulted in a more broad-based bid for hosting the next event, this time making it a truly sub-continental affair, with India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka teaming up as hosts. Two more teams – Bangladesh and the UAE –were added to the tournament format.

However, much more than the actual technicalities of the tournament, some memories stand out. One is of the South African team that instantly endeared itself to all it came in contact with. Unlike other teams from the same hemisphere, the South Africans seemed oblivious to the need for security and were relaxed in their interaction with the masses.

In the semi-finals, Sri Lanka was handed the match by referee Clive Lloyd after Indian supporters could not restrain their anger against the dismal showing by the home team.
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The other, very cricketing memory is the manner of emergence of the Sri Lankan team, which was a joy to behold. It was poetic justice that the team whose home venues had been shunned earlier in the tournament by a few sides should give a patient, mature display of strategy and execution. Fittingly, it took the Cup away from the very team which had made the most fuss and had refused to play in Sri Lanka.

The ambience in Lahore was truly magical on the day of the final, and the crowd too was fully rooting for the Lankans, who had remained unbeaten throughout the tournament. They were finally crowned as the World Champions when Ranatunga hit the winning run and gave Asian cricket lovers a lot to cheer about.

1999 – SEASON IN THE SUN: The tournament returned to England after a couple of decades, and this time it seemed all grounds were World Cup grounds. There was cricket in the air, and due to the multi-cultural, multi-ethnic nature of the country, each team had a sizeable home crowd following it and rooting for it, despite the pall of security that was there.

Pakistani players were in a good nick, and, led by Wasim Akram who had several points to prove, they almost barged through the competing teams to reach the finals. The semi-final was a match like no other, and a team that could get through the intense pressure of the game that it played against the New Zealanders to clinch the place in the finals was a rare sight indeed.

However, something went terribly wrong when the team took to the field on the day of the final at Lord’s against Australia. The body language itself was so defeatist, and the players gave up even before they had properly begun. No one knows why. The killer instinct completely disappeared and the players behaved like lost sheep. There was a total disconnect between the players, and it was as if they simply could not bring themselves to face the Aussies.

The result, hurtful though it was for the multitudes of their fans who had seen these very players sparkle with brilliance just a day ago, was a foregone conclusion. Australia won its second title, defeating Pakistan by 8 wickets!

2003 – AUSSIES SCORE A HAT TRICK! As far as Pakistan is concerned, the 2003 event would fall in the category of the unmentionables, as the team failed even to make it to the Super Sixes stage, and basically just played the role of a tourist. The World Cup again went south of the Equator, but this time to South Africa, a country that had pulled all the plugs out to make it a truly memorable event.
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At the risk of sounding snobbish, I have to say that the fact that teams like Kenya played in the semi-finals does not really reflect very well on the national teams of other, more experienced countries and their pretension of greatness. The final was played between Australia and India, and the vastly superior professionalism of the Australians enabled them to score a hat trick of World Cup titles.

If anything, World Cup history is a reminder that things often do not go to plan and elements like paper strength and pre-tournament form and seeding fail to come to the aid of those in need of them. It is the biggest stage in world cricket and that calls for nerves of steel to perform on it.

So, whose Cup is it anyway? Now the colourful Caribbean isles are hosting the Cup for the first time. The entire cricketing world has assembled there to compete for the title of World Champions. What makes this Cup so interesting is that once again the fortunes have fluctuated and the cocky, sure Aussies, who had been raking in all the titles, are not so sure anymore. South Africa, West Indies and New Zealand are beginning to look like exciting prospects, and maybe once we get the glorious uncertainties of the game back in, it will revive the palate that has become rather jaded after a spate of Aussie victories.

