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The British and Australian cricket writers are unable to accept the fact that India’s Sachin Tendulkar and Sunil Gavaskar are much better batsmen than Donald Bradman.

Indians should count themselves extremely lucky that just over a year after Sunil Gavaskar retired from cricket, Sachin Tendulkar arrived and dominated the game much as Gavaskar thrilled a previous generation with his stroke filled batting.

Such back to back domination of the game won’t be repeated in a hurry. Maybe we are blessed with naturally talent cricketers, maybe we just have the numbers, but all that doesn’t take anything away from the fact that India has produced two of the greatest batsmen ever.

However, many English and Australian commentators don’t seem to see such obvious greatness. In fact, they seem to be suffering from Tendulkarphobia, a modern phenomenon that mostly affects those in Britain and Australia. Part of the reason is they can’t bear to see their icon Don Bradman dethroned from his lofty pedestal.

But first let’s put things in perspective. Bradman’s cricket statistics are awesome. He scored a huge number of double centuries and triple centuries and his test batting average of 99.94 is peerless. We Indians do not attach ifs and buts while praising the great Australian. He was indeed the greatest – until Gavaskar, and later Tendulkar, arrived on the scene.

Tendulkar’s statistics shock and awe everyone. I won’t go into his centuries, runs, not outs, catches, wickets, fielding, run out assists, matches played and so on. By now every Tom, Dick and Hari know his legendary achievements.

What should shock us is the conceited attitude of English and Australian journalists and how they try to belittle Tendulkar. The great man is too humble to protest, so please leave the task of defending him to thugs like me.

Former England captain Mike Atherton, now the chief cricket correspondent of The Times, London, wonders if Tendulkar would have lasted as long or scored as many runs without the protection of a helmet that the former greats lacked. “We cannot know for sure,” he writes, adding, “To suggest that Tendulkar – or, indeed, any modern, armoured or, pampered player – is the best ever is demeaning to those former greats who stood at the crease in the knowledge that their next ball could be their last.”

Here’s Simon Wilde of the same paper: “Cricket’s modern age has been all about the cult of the great batsman – whether it be Sachin Tendulkar, Ricky Ponting, Mohammad Yousuf, Graeme Smith, or Andrew Strauss. They all amass centuries at a rate earlier generations could only have dreamed of. In India, Tendulkar is regarded like a bank, too big to be allowed to fail.”

I have worked with leading Indian newspapers and magazines, and let me tell you that no writer would be allowed to write such things about any cricketer – Indian or other. Such low 
blows would never be tolerated in an Indian newsroom. It just shows the depths to which The Times has plummeted.

The Australian media is unanimous in its opinion that Bradman is untouchable. Some of what they publish is not fit for printing in a half-decent journal. In fact, their vilification of Gavaskar is simply not cricket. Mainly because he always speaks out against the rowdy on-field behaviour of Australians and biased match officials from England and Australia. They do it also because they want to run Gavaskar down and prevent any chance of the original Little Master dethroning Bradman.

It’s really pointless to argue with those who have closed their mind over an issue. But why not let facts, rather than hot air, decide greatness. Here’s the lowdown on Bradman.

# Bradman used to walk into bat after the Australian openers Woodfull and Ponsford had racked up a comfortable score. He didn’t have to face tearaway fast bowlers and in any case there were none those days. Yes, the wickets were not covered, but you also didn’t have Malcom Marshall firing in those toe-crushing yorkers.

# Bradman’s strongest opposition was England, which hardly had a decent bowler. Bodyline happened because England had NO good bowlers. Teams like India, West Indies and South Africa were nothing to write about. There was no Pakistan or Sri Lanka.

# In Bradman’s days, teams would have three slips even after he crossed 300. Runs were always easy and fielders rarely dived to stop the ball. These days you have teams trying to unsettle a player nearing his 100. Such behaviour would be considered totally uncouth 50 years ago.

# Cricket was played at a leisurely pace. Tests did not end in five days – there was no limit. Players had all the time in the world to get set. There was no crammed international schedule, no ODI’s, no great expectations from millions of viewers, no third-umpire, no video analysis, no reverse swing or the doosra.

Gavaskar, on the other hand, played the fiercest fast bowlers of all time and got 13 centuries against the all-conquering West Indies. To be an Indian opener meant you had to face the fastest bowlers in the world – the West Indians, the Australians and the Pakistanis. Indeed, India’s fortunes almost always depended on how Gavaskar fared. That was the kind of weight he carried on his shoulders.

Both Tendulkar and Gavaskar have scored fewer double centuries than Bradman and no triple centuries. However, that is a pointer to the kind of opposition they have faced and the competitive nature of modern cricket, where quick runs matter and there is pressure from fans, sponsors, and the boards to get a result.

The other significant aspect of their game is stroke play. The opposition has hope while bowling to strokeplayers like Gavaskar and Tendulkar because they always offer a chance.

This is not to suggest that Bradman wasn’t entertaining. Bradman is great and will always remain so; in fact, his average may never be surpassed. But he played in a much gentler era and faced bowlers that were clearly several notches below the ones Gavaskar and Tendulkar had to deal with. 

As for helmets, my only rejoinder is that Atherton is a much worse writer than he was a player. Despite wearing a helmet himself, he was referred to as McGrath’s bunny. Helmets don’t make you a Tendulkar, or a Bradman, or even a better cricketer.

The Indian media must close ranks and stand up for its cricketing greats. As Goebbels said, a lie repeated too often will seem to the masses as the truth. The danger here is that if we don’t no-ball these English and Australian writers and commentators now, then their lies and obfuscations will make it difficult to rank cricketers according to their achievements in the right context. Currently, Bradman is being touted as No.1 based on his average, and his double and triple tons. Tendulkar and Gavaskar have achieved vastly more.

A future generation, with the benefit of distance from the present, will surely rank the Indian duo above Bradman. Hopefully, by then the English and Australian media would have come to terms with their Tendulkar envy.
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