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In London in 1965, Anil Nayar made history by becoming the first Indian to gain world champion
status in his sport when he captured the Drysdale Cup, the prize awarded to the winner of the
event then regarded as the world championship tournament for juniors in squash. This newly
released biographical memoir on his life and sports career written by Jean Nayar, the star
player's wife, traces Nayar's groundbreaking journey from Punjab to Cambridge to Bombay to
New York City over the course of his four-decades-long career, which brimmed with accolades
and champion titles around the globe.It's a sports story, of course, with squash as its
centerpiece and fame and honors while playing as a champion at Harvard and around the world
as its crowning glory. Beyond sports, however, it's a chronicle of a cross-cultural experience
through the lens of the pioneering player as he charted a course through an elite sport and built
bridges among people of different cultures and classes. It's also a tale of a man from the Land of
Five Rivers uniting with a woman from the Land of 10,000 Lakes to share memories of an
exhilarating adventure filled with frictions, tensions, accomplishments, and joys.Widely
recognized as India's greatest squash player, Nayar's unlikely story begins in the environs of
Bombay's glittering Queen's Necklace, where his family moved to escape the hostilities near the
newly minted border between Pakistan and India in the wake of partition when he was just a
baby. As a roly-poly child, few would have guessed that the plump and insecure youngster would
emerge as a world-class sportsman. But the proximity of his family's home to the renowned
Cricket Club of India all but sealed his fate as he strove to shed his excess weight and
adolescent anxieties.Laced with the memories of dozens of top players, coaches, family
members, and friends, this engaging tale not only provides a valuable record of the role Nayar
played in the history of squash but also highlights an ongoing intercultural exchange between
India and America that was fostered in part by this pioneering player. It illustrates, too, the
champion sportsman's continuing commitment to uplift India's poorest children through
sport.Nayar's journey also exemplifies how a person born into a context of hatred and division
can choose instead to become a unifier through generosity and high-minded sportsmanship,
and this inspiring biography on his life and sports career offers a refreshing counterpoint to
today's trends towards regressive nationalism and identity-based hostility in our complex global
arena. It is sure to be a refreshing read for sports fans and culture buffs alike.

Compulsory reading for those teaching and studying yoga! The best therapeutic exercise has a
defined technique and dosage, but these are different for every person. Bernie Clark masterfully
guides readers through an understanding of their unique bodies. Nothing else compares to the
value and knowledge gained. With this, readers can create the most rigorous, evidence-based
and effective yoga practice, finding what works best for them.—Professor Stuart McGill, PhD,



University of Waterloo; Canada.You will not need another book on the mechanics of yoga.
Bernie has written many wonderful books on yoga, but the one in your hands is his opus. I will be
recommending this one to everyone!—Sarah Powers, co-founder of Insight Yoga Institute and
author of Insight Yoga; U.S.A.Finally, a book that dares to combine yoga with state-of-the art
critical thinking and scientific reflection! To my knowledge, the most accurate and anatomically-
knowledgeable book in this field. I knew that Bernie Clark would contribute something
remarkable. But this book goes way beyond even the highest expectations. A truly
groundbreaking contribution to the field of science-inspired yoga.—Professor Robert Schleip,
PhD, Ulm University; Germany.Your Body, Your Yoga is a fascinating, provocative, and
scientifically-informed look at the inner workings of the body as it affects the practice of asana.
Bernie Clark challenges much dogma in the modern postural yoga world, including a few
heretofore sacrosanct principles of alignment, to demonstrate that a healthy and effective yoga
practice should be adapted to each individual's unique needs, abilities and anatomy. Required
reading for yoga teachers and yoga therapists, and highly recommended for avid practitioners.—
Timothy McCall, MD, author of Yoga As Medicine; U.S.A.An exceptionally well-informed and
interesting way of approaching the human enterprise of doing yoga. Full of beautiful and
stimulating pictures and analogies, awakening a deep thirst to know more and think more yet.—
Loren M. Fishman, MD, B. Phil.(oxon.), author of Healing Yoga and many other books; U.S.A.If
you want to buy only one book on yoga and anatomy, buy this one. It fills a gap that urgently
needed filling, and makes our work as yoga teachers and educators immensely easier. This will
be a textbook for our future yoga teacher trainings.—Anat Geiger, co-owner of YogaGarden;
Netherlands.This book will revolutionize the practicing and teaching of yoga. It is going to be the
next yoga bible! It is an incredible treasure, and it will help everybody to truly understand the
essence of physical yoga practice. —Stefanie Arend, author of Yin Yoga, Detox Yoga, and
Fascia Massage; GermanyYour Body, Your Yoga is an essential book for all serious yoga
practitioners. Through skillful marshaling of evidence, Bernie Clark decisively illustrates the
importance of individuality in yoga practice.—Norman Blair, Yoga teacher, author and trainer;
United Kingdom.A must-read for yoga teachers and practitioners. This book will reframe the way
you think about body movements. —Jo Phee, senior yoga teacher trainer; Singapore.I am so
amazed: Your Body, Your Yoga is more than a great book—it is like participating in a training at
home. I could not stop myself from finishing it.—Devrim Akkaya, senior yoga teacher trainer;
Turkey.This is an instant classic.Your Body, Your Yoga demystifies and reveals the limitations in
one’s yoga practice in a very clear and in-depth manner.—Sebastian & Murielle, senior yoga
teacher trainers; Indonesia.Teachers will benefit greatly from understanding all that this book
has to offer, and advancing students will enjoy and benefit all the more because of it. Bernie
Clark’s book is a terrific contribution to the field of yoga, which until recently has been overly
“posture-centric.” Bernie gives a readable, clear account of individual differences—how to
recognize them, their consequences for asana practice, and how to sense when you are going
too far. There is a wealth of information on the deeper mechanics of muscles and fascia, and an



extensive treatment of the specifics of the joints.—Doug Keller, author of Yoga As Therapy and
associate professor in the Maryland University of Integrative Health Master’s Degree Program in
Yoga Therapy; USAThis is a brilliant book. It is an absolutely essential research resource for
anyone who teaches, hopes to teach, or wants to practice the asana component of yoga in a
safe, therapeutic, and effective way. Bernie Clark’s thesis that we are not all the same and
therefore there are no universal alignment principles that work for everyone is a huge
contribution to today’s yoga literature. I couldn’t agree more. It is hard to believe that anyone
would say this about a book on anatomy, physiology and human movement, but once I started
reading, I was so excited I couldn’t put it down! —Beryl Bender Birch, author of 4 books on yoga
and the founder/director of The Hard & The Soft Yoga Institute and The Give Back Yoga
Foundation; USA--This text refers to the paperback edition.From the Inside Flap"More important
than knowing what kind of pose the student is doing is knowing what kind of student is doing the
pose."There is a revolution occurring in yoga today around the alignment paradigm. The concept
of one and only one ideal alignment for each yoga posture, taught through an aesthetic focus on
how the student looks in the pose, is being replaced by a functional approach that
acknowledges not only the intention of the posture but each student's unique biology and
biography. In parallel, the paradigm of focusing on the muscles as the limiters and causal agents
of movement is being replaced by a broader understanding. The role of fascia is being
recognized and incorporated into yoga classes and trainings. Beyond muscles and fascia, there
is a wide spectrum of causes for and resistance to motion, ranging from various sources of
tension to the qualities of compression.Your Body, Your Yoga is the first book in a series
describing the many contributors to limitations in our yoga practice. This book looks at the lower
body, and the variety of shapes, movements and potential restrictions to movement in the hips,
knees, ankles and feet. Introduced are the causes of resistance to movement, the frequency,
extent and consequences of human variation, and their implications for our yoga practice. While
short, tight muscles can restrict movement, there are many reasons for a lack of mobility. The
causes can be cast into a gradient, called the "What Stops Me? Spectrum" fascia, ligaments
and joint capsules can be tight and tense, while compression arising from the body contacting
other parts of the body will also impede movement. How these tissues develop their tension may
be due to actions of our nervous or immune systems, or it may be due to our inherently unique
body structure. Compression is the ultimate limiter of movement and is variable, depending upon
a student's individual skeletal structure. All students are unique to varying degrees, and this
individuality determines their ability and progress in their yoga practice and its benefit for them.--
This text refers to the paperback edition.From the Back Cover"More important than knowing
what kind of pose the student is doing is knowing what kind of student is doing the pose."There
is a revolution occurring in yoga today around the alignment paradigm. The concept of one and
only one ideal alignment for each yoga posture, taught through an aesthetic focus on how the
student looks in the pose, is being replaced by a functional approach that acknowledges not
only the intention of the posture but each student’s unique biology and biography. In parallel, the



paradigm of focusing on the muscles as the limiters and causal agents of movement is being
replaced by a broader understanding. The role of fascia is being recognized and incorporated
into yoga classes and trainings. Beyond muscles and fascia, there is a wide spectrum of causes
for and resistance to motion, ranging from various sources of tension to the qualities of
compression.Your Body, Your Yoga is the first book in a series describing the many contributors
to limitations in our yoga practice. This book looks at the lower body, and the variety of shapes,
movements and potential restrictions to movement in the hips, knees, ankles and feet.
Introduced are the causes of resistance to movement, the frequency, extent and consequences
of human variation, and their implications for our yoga practice. While short, tight muscles can
restrict movement, there are many reasons for a lack of mobility. The causes can be cast into a
gradient, called the “What Stops Me? Spectrum”: fascia, ligaments and joint capsules can be
tight and tense, while compression arising from the body contacting other parts of the body will
also impede movement. How these tissues develop their tension may be due to actions of our
nervous or immune systems, or it may be due to our inherently unique body structure.
Compression is the ultimate limiter of movement and is variable, depending upon a student’s
individual skeletal structure. All students are unique to varying degrees, and this individuality
determines their ability and progress in their yoga practice and its benefit for them.--This text
refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorBernie Clark author of the best selling The
Complete Guide to Yin Yoga, has had a passion for science, health, sports and spirituality since
childhood. He has a degree in science from the University of Waterloo and spent over 25 years
as a senior executive in the high-tech/space industry. Bernie has been investigating the path of
meditation for over three decades and began teaching yoga and meditation in 1998. He
conducts yoga teacher trainings several times a year and aims to build bridges between the
experiences of yoga and the understandings of modern science. He is creator of the
YinYoga.com website. Bernie lives and teaches in Vancouver, Canada.Paul Grilley, creator of the
influential DVD Anatomy for Yoga, began practicing yoga in 1979 after reading "The
Autobiography of a Yogi" by Paramahansa Yogananada. He moved to Los Angeles in 1982
where he studied and taught yoga for 12 years. His special interest is the teaching of anatomy.
He is the initial popularizer of the style of yoga called yin yoga, and patterns his philosophy on
the writings and researches of Dr. Hiroshi Motoyama — a yogi and scientist from Tokyo, Japan.
This philosophy integrates the Taoist meridian and acupuncture theories of China with the yogic
and tantric theories of India. Paul started his studies of anatomy with Dr. Garry Parker in 1979.
He continued his studies at UCLA where he took courses in anatomy and kinesiology. He
earned a M.A. from St. John's College, Santa Fe in summer 2000 and an Honorary Ph.D. in 2005
from the California Institute for Human Science for his efforts to clarify the latest theories on
fascia and its relevance to the practice of hatha yoga.--This text refers to the paperback
edition.Read more
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ForewordAs an unabashed admirer of Anil “Lucky” Nayar, I consider it a privilege to be asked by
him and his wife, Jean, to introduce this unputdownable book, which is at once erudite and
down to earth. A labour of love, it is a cerebral yet sensitive tour de force on the sports career of
an exemplary human being and principled squash champion who played at two ends of the world
—in India and the U.S.As an also-ran squash player at the Cricket Club of India’s squash courts,
where Anil, when still just a teen, was lord and master of all he surveyed during my university
days in Mumbai, I had only a nodding acquaintance with him before he left for the U.S. to pursue
higher studies at Harvard University. It was a time just following the halcyon days of the Pakistani



player Hashim Khan, some 30 years Anil’s senior and eight-time winner of the British Open
Squash Championship and patriarch of the Pashtun Khan clan, which ruled the game from the
1950s through the 1980s. This was a golden era when squash was called the Khan Game and
the milieu in which Anil cut his milk teeth, in a manner of speaking, and went on to master his
craft at the CCI courts under the solicitous tutelage of Yusuf Khan, progeny of the stock which
produced the three greatest squash players the world has ever known, Hashim Khan, Jahangir
Khan, and Jansher Khan.Anil was off my radar for many years until I ran into him again in the last
millennium at the squash courts at the CCI, during one of his then-infrequent yet regular visits to
urbs prima Indis—the leading city of India. I asked him at that time when he would be putting pen
to paper to enable his innumerable fans in the world’s two largest democracies to get an insight
into the attributes and circumstances responsible for his glittering exploits on the squash courts
and, more importantly, for his development into an exemplary human being, one gifted with rare
qualities of head and heart.“Who will want to read about me?” Anil, self-effacing as ever, asked,
beaming his broad smile modestly and adding, “Why don’t you do it?” though he knew that all
my energies were then fully committed to my publishing career. Nevertheless, I believe
inspirational lives—and Anil Nayar’s is certainly one of them—deserve to be recorded for
posterity to inform, enlighten, and encourage future generations. And I never gave up on the idea
that Anil’s trailblazing story should be told in print. After all, no other Indian player has
accomplished quite what he has in the sport of squash. His creative approach to the game, his
discipline-induced fitness, his natural athleticism and mobility combined with his understanding
of the alchemy of winning led to multiple champion titles in various parts of the globe as well as
in India, where another player has yet to match his overall record. With so many international
titles, it’s hardly surprising that Anil would also be recognized with the highest accolades of the
sport both in India and the U.S. And the naming of the CCI squash courts after Anil in 2001 was
indubitably fitting and, in my opinion, akin to the naming of Mumbai’s Wankhede Cricket Stadium
East Stand after “Little Master” Sunil Gavaskar.Fast forward to the new millennium and our next
meeting, as it turned out, was along with his wife, Jean, in Mumbai. I asked the same question
regarding his plans for writing an autobiography, or getting a biography done, to which the reply
was the same as the last time. I summoned all my powers of persuasion and we parted, as
before, full of good intent and resolve. Only, it was evident this time that my relentless
exhortations were clearly heard by Jean, who concurred with the idea of getting the book
done.Though she had hoped to collaborate with a sportswriter in India to get a biography
written, the project was put on pause for more than a decade and a half, thanks to her own busy
career as the editor in chief of a group of magazines in the U.S. But after another fateful meeting
in 2017, this time in Miami, we revived the idea and Jean finally opted to take on the storytelling
herself in the form of a more personal biographical memoir.Be that as it may, she has
nonetheless thoughtfully researched her husband’s career and interviewed dozens of fellow
players with journalistic integrity, giving her subject the intellectual and historical weight it
deserves. Notable for its flair and professional finesse, Lucky, the book, sheds light not only on



Anil’s razor-sharp squash acumen but also his intellect. It also captures the mood, spirit, and
cultural background of a momentous period in both Indian and U.S. history.This engrossing
profile of a true champion, especially in the context of the burgeoning popularity of squash in
India and the U.S., not only delineates candidly Anil Nayar’s squash career and the importance
of its place in the broader arena of the sport, but also his professional and personal life, replete
with turmoil, vicissitudes, and all. Through his decades-long involvement with squash, Nayar’s
concern for the game’s welfare internationally, especially in India and the U.S., is palpable. He
speaks passionately from afar about the state of the game and its future in India and the world,
with thoughts on positively propelling its continued evolution. And this account of his illustrious
squash career should be required reading for young and old involved with the game of squash in
both India and the U.S. as well as other parts of the globe.—Khalid A. H. Ansari, founder of
India’s leading sports magazine Sportsweek and the Indian daily newspaper MidDay

IntroductionBy the time my husband, Anil Nayar, and I got married in 2001, I had become well
versed in his extraordinary squash accomplishments—his multiple national titles in India, the
U.S., Mexico, and Canada, his win in 1965 as the first Indian player of the coveted Drysdale Cup,
his legacy as the number one player on Harvard University’s squash team. But what I didn’t
realize until several months later, when we belatedly celebrated our marriage with our extended
families, was how meaningful his accomplishments were to a broad swath of his own
countrymen.In November of that year, when we were enjoying a lovely reception with my family
in St. Paul, Minnesota, Anil received a call from Raj Singh Dungarpur, then the president of the
Cricket Club of India, informing him that the members of the CCI’s executive committee had
decided to hold a ceremony during which its squash courts would be dedicated in Anil’s name.
He was also advised that the chief minister of the state of Madhya Pradesh along with a group of
other dignitaries would attend the proceedings and the committee members were requesting
Anil’s presence at the event, too. I knew then that notable people were committed to
memorializing Anil’s accomplishments in India and, despite his reluctance to accept this honor, I
insisted that he should attend. Later, in the spring of 2002, we flew to Bombay to spend time in
Anil’s flat on Marine Drive with his family to quietly enjoy an Indian-style mini wedding and a
belated celebration with an extended group of friends and relatives on the penthouse terrace
adjoining our apartment. Of course, everyone spent a great deal of time reminding me of Anil’s
special achievements in the squash world. But one friend, Jao Mulchandani, saw Anil as much
more than an international sports star. “Anil is a hero to many people in our country,” he told me.
“And India is sorely in need of heroes.”Seen from this light, it was no wonder everyone else
seemed to be as enchanted with Anil as I was. As a journalist and author, it also occurred to me
that someone needed to write a book about his career—and I was determined to figure out a
way to get it done. Thankfully, Anil’s friend Khalid Ansari, then the founder and publisher of
India’s leading sports magazine Sportsweek and daily newspaper MidDay, also believed a book
on Anil’s career needed to be written. Since this is a story that crosses cultures, spans decades,



and is rooted in two countries, it was important to me to work with seasoned experts in India to
aid in the reporting to properly tell it, especially given my lack of experience in sports writing. And
several years later, after I decided to take on the storytelling myself, Khalid was instrumental in
helping with this process by connecting Anil and me to established professionals in India’s
publishing community and laying the groundwork for various interviews with several of Anil’s
Indian squash contemporaries.To bring more dimension to the story, I spent countless hours
interviewing Anil and together we recorded volumes of his thoughts on a variety of themes,
much of which adds extra depth and nuance to our telling of his story. I also spoke to dozens of
American and Indian players, coaches, family members, and friends who know Anil and
remember aspects of his squash career in detail or who are actively involved in the current
squash scene in India and the U.S.—and their thoughts also augment this tale. Ultimately, Anil
and I collaborated closely in crafting this memoir on his squash career, and much of it is
dominated by quotes from Anil on very personal impressions of various stages of his life and the
experiences that shaped his squash legacy and character. In the collected whole, we hope that
you’ll find, as we do, an inspiring tale of a memorable sports hero’s exhilarating journey.—Jean
Nayar

PrologueThree-Wall NickThe score was 11-all in the fifth of the semi-final at Yale in the toughest
national championship of Anil Nayar’s life. Captain of his varsity team at Harvard, the stellar
Indian squash player had captured the intercollegiate champion title for the past two years in a
row and was gunning for a triple crown. Fresh off his first win of the U.S. men’s national
championship against the great Philadelphian player Sam Howe in February 1969, he started
the match feeling as though he’d already had it in the bag. “I was relaxed, kind of cocky, and I
thought this tournament would be a breeze,” Anil said. “I was more focused on enjoyment and
socializing than on squash and whom I was going to play.”But his opponent, Penn’s number one
player, Spencer Burke, turned out to be a more formidable foe than he had expected. “I lost the
first game and I tried to regroup, but it didn’t quite happen and I lost the second game as well,”
said Anil. “It took me until the third game to realize I needed to get tough and play the long points
as Spencer was forcing me to do, rather than go for untimely winners.” And with this strategy Anil
was able to pull through to win the third and fourth games.Having played Anil for the first time at
Penn a month earlier, Burke recalled clearly the challenges he’d face if he were to meet Anil
again in New Haven. “Anil had completely annihilated me in a three-game match on my home
turf, with all my fans, including some girlfriends, in the crowd of 300 spectators,” Burke said. “He
didn’t even take his sweater off until halfway through the match. I wasn’t doing anything to make
him sweat, and I couldn’t breathe after seven points. The speed of his balls were unlike anything
I had ever experienced. I knew that Anil was good, but after that defeat, I realized that I was a
piker compared to him.” So following the match, the Penn player turned to his coach, Al Malloy,
and asked him what he could do to step up his performance in future matches against Anil. And
Malloy helped him to improve his fitness over the next few weeks and came up with a strategy to



beat the Indian star.“I worked on raising the ball higher than Anil’s waist as opposed to hitting the
low balls that he liked to take away his ability to hit as many winners,” Burke said. “I had no
misapprehensions on what the differences were between my game and Anil’s and I was
determined to work on a way to perform better the next time I played him.” He also studied Anil’s
matches in Buffalo, New York, and Chicago. “Anil was so agile, so fleet of foot, he was like the
Fred Astaire of the squash court—no one could move like him,” said Burke. “He was unbelievably
elegant, precise and executed his shots with flair.”Anil also recalled the distinct difference in
Burke’s level of play in this semi-final versus their prior match. “It was clear that Spencer had
received some extra coaching,” Anil said. “I realized this in the first game.” He was sure that
Malloy had advised Burke to slow things down, to keep the ball wide and deep at a medium
pace, rather than engage in the rapid-fire exchanges that would have fed right into his quick
racquet and speed. “Spencer kept the ball in play with far fewer errors than I did,” Anil said. “As I
was working hard at cranking up the pace, Spencer was eating me with patience and the
medium-pace ball to extract errors from me.”Unlike Burke, Anil also admitted that he had not
crafted a strategy for this match as he usually did. Part of his customary preparation in advance
of an important match was to visualize his opponent making attacking shots from some of his
favorite positions on the court. But he had not seen Burke play in this tournament and simply
wasn’t ready, so he struggled to find creative ways to stay in the match.As the players neared the
end of the fifth game, the pressure mounted as Burke increased his lead to 14-11. After two
more long and grueling rallies, however, Anil put on a brilliant display of stunning shots and
retrievals and managed to tighten the score to 13-14. But at the third match point, the Indian
player hit a loose ball at the center front wall. When Anil moved to the left side of the court
behind his opponent, Burke tapped a deceptive low roll corner off the left wall—wrong-footing
Anil and making a shot that was impossible for him to retrieve. As the ball dropped to the floor,
the crowd roared—wildly erupting into applause. It’s over—it’s Spencer’s match and all because
of my over-confidence, carelessness, and lack of focus, thought Anil as he reached out to shake
the hand of his opponent and congratulate him on his hard-fought win. But Burke, who was the
only one who saw the ball’s trajectory, turned around, looked squarely at Anil, then at the judge
and ref, and called out, “Not so fast, the ball nicked the tin.” Utterly stunned, Anil and the crowd
fell silent with the game now squared at 14-all. “It was the ultimate stroke of luck!” said Anil, as
he reflected on one of the most meaningful matches of his career.When the players and crowd
regained their composure, Anil, having won the last point, was poised to serve, while Burke
would choose how to finish out the match either by playing to 17 points or calling “no-set,” which
meant whoever won the next point would win the match. Betting his odds of beating Anil would
be better in one point rather than three, the Penn player chose a one-point game. Anil then
served hard to Burke’s backhand and his opponent responded with a sharp cross-court shot,
backing Anil into the forehand corner and leaving him with no choice but to go for a three-wall
nick, an effective shot only with the American hardball. Luckily, he executed the shot perfectly
and the ball caromed off the walls before dead rolling out of the front left corner. Again cheers



bellowed from the gallery—but this time the ovations were for the Harvard man who had
astonishingly and emphatically clinched the victory!Curiously, both players left the court feeling
at once elated and humbled. “My triumph was just being there,” said Burke, even though he had
lost the epic battle. “At the time, Anil was the greatest player in the country, perhaps the world,
and it was one of the peak moments of my life to be playing with such a great champion.” For
Anil, on the other hand, the satisfaction of winning that match paled in comparison to his sense
of appreciation and respect for Burke’s integrity and high-minded spirit of fair play at such a
critical moment. “Spencer was a sportsman in the truest sense,” said Anil. “He judged himself out
of the intercollegiate championship.”After the semi-final match ended with both players
exhausted, Burke returned to the locker room to shower and change before joining coach Malloy
on a road trip to the next stop on their journey. “I saw my coach sitting in his car, threw my gear in
the back seat, then sat down in the front seat next to him,” Burke said. “Al turned to me, looked
me straight in the eye, paused for a second and said, ‘That was the damnedest thing I’ve ever
seen!’ Then he put the car in gear, drove off, and never spoke about it again.”At the same time,
Anil went on to play the finals against his fierce fellow player Larry Terrell, Harvard’s number two
man, and seized the national championship title in three games. The second player ever to win
the intercollegiate national title three years in a row and the first collegiate athlete to win the U.S.
men’s national championship since Harvard’s Germain Glidden took the title in 1936, Anil
reached the climax of a perfect season and was described in a story in The Harvard Crimson as
“the best individual performer in any sport Harvard has ever had.” More than his own
extraordinary accomplishments, however, it was the superb sportsmanship displayed by Burke
in the semi-final that left the most indelible impression on the Indian player at the end of the
season. “I have not been put to this extreme test,” said Anil. “But I hope I would have called it the
same way Spencer did.”Given his record as a top international player over the course of more
than four decades, chances are Anil would likely have risen to the occasion as Burke did. For
this championship event exemplified but one of the many matches that would shape the
character, sports legacy, and life of Anil Nayar. At this point, while still just a college senior, he
was only halfway toward reaching the apogee of an amateur athletic career that defined him not
only as a sportsman, but also as a businessman, husband and father, role model, and
transformative figure who revolutionized squash by pioneering a path toward democratizing this
under-recognized sport, which had been created by the British more than a century earlier and
was then played almost exclusively by the privileged elite in the private clubs and institutions of
commonwealth countries. Yet Anil’s lessons in sportsmanship—and athletic competition at the
world-class level—didn’t begin in the courts of the blue-blood clubs or Ivy League universities of
New England. They had already been etched into his psyche in India, where his remarkable
trailblazing journey began.* * *

Part One1946-1961: Into the Dawn



Chapter OneUnlikely SportsmanIn 1946, Jawaharlal Nehru told the journalist Jacques Marcuse
that “when the British go, there will be no more communal trouble in India.” In June of the
following year, Lord Louis Mountbatten, India’s last British Viceroy, announced that England’s
rule over India would formally come to an end and the country would be partitioned along
religious lines with nebulous boundaries to form two independent nations, India and Pakistan.
The ill-conceived plan was drafted with the involvement and support of Nehru, who was slated to
become the first Prime Minister of India, and Mohammed Ali Jinnah, who would be named the
first Governor-General of Pakistan. When Nehru made his 1946 prediction, the details of the
plan were still in flux, and very likely neither he nor Jinnah foresaw the scale of the violence and
devastation that would unfold as the British Raj came to a hasty and abrupt end a few months
later. Mahatma Gandhi, who also participated in the planning of India’s independence and had
staunchly resisted cutting asunder the country, might have intuited the carnage that would take
place after Britain’s brisk and calamitous exit, having witnessed a prelude to the chaos during
the sectarian riots that unfolded in 1946 in Calcutta, where 4,000 people were killed in the melee
in India’s northeastern state of Bengal. Part of this state would become the eastern bookend of
the dual territories of Pakistan, which, after the partition, would eventually flank the northwestern
and eastern sides of the roughly diamond-shaped country of India, with the still-disputed
territory of Kashmir crowning India’s northernmost peak in between.Indeed, upon the stroke of
midnight on August 15, 1947, when Nehru and Jinnah took over the reins of their respective
nations, vast swaths of the two new countries quickly descended into chaos as the implications
of dividing the empire along religious lines became clear to the millions of Hindus, Muslims, and
Sikhs who happened to live on the wrong side of the borders. In the wake of the panic and brutal
destruction that unfolded amidst the most devastating conflagration in the history of the
subcontinent, as many as a million Indians were murdered, up to 15 million were uprooted or left
homeless, and countless others were abducted, raped, or maimed. And the scars of the
tumultuous transition continue to affect the people of both countries and others all around the
world to this day as the reverberations of the seeds of identity politics that were planted then—
and, indeed, throughout the duration of Britain’s direct and indirect rule over the country for two
centuries—play out on the global stage.Over the more than 70 years since that cataclysmic
event, historians have debated how to apportion the blame. Some see nothing inevitable in the
complex tragedy and attempt to imagine how the devastation might have been averted. Others
question how the country’s fate may have unfolded differently if the expedited exit had taken
place years earlier, or had been delayed for several months as originally envisioned, or even
extended over a period of years, which had also been considered to enable a more orderly
transition. But the reality of this aspect of history is clear: The birth of two nations and the
unraveling of an empire occurred at midnight on August 15, 1947, when the British officially
handed over what Winston Churchill, despite his hostile attitude towards Indians, had once
described as “the jewel in the crown” of England’s territories to its own people.The events that
followed would not only change the fate and trajectory of the world’s largest democracy, they



would also determine the destiny of my husband, Anil Nayar, who was born in this amazing
country just a few months before the brutal split would occur. And the ripple effects of this
momentous calamity would profoundly influence Anil’s view of the world and, subsequently, how
he chose to fashion his place in it. Just as it is tempting to speculate on how differently India’s
evolution as a democracy might have turned out had the bungled transfer of power been more
thoughtfully handled, it’s also intriguing to imagine how differently Anil’s future might have
unfolded, too. But then again, maybe it “would have been quite similar after all. For shortly after
Anil was born, his parents turned to the family pandit to work out his horoscope and were told
that he was destined to bring fame and honor to the family. Quietly, yet unquestionably, he
fulfilled this destiny in his own modest way—and he might have done so regardless of the
broader circumstances surrounding his entree into the world.And ultimately that is what this
story is about: A world-class squash champion who broke barriers, blazed a trail to the highly
competitive halls of redbrick Ivy League colleges in New England oceans away from his
birthplace, traveled the world, and has been recognized for his athletic accomplishments as well
as his sportsmanship not only by the uppermost echelons of the international squash community
in Britain, America, Canada, Mexico, and India, but also by the government of India, where its
president bestowed upon him the Arjuna award, India’s top honor for a sportsman. His story is
one of winning titles and trophies in India and on foreign shores, sometimes against significant
odds, during an era when foreign travel out of India was bound down by extreme red tape and
foreign currency—even for the wealthy—was strictly rationed. But it is also an extension of a
broader narrative that traces the evolution of a rarefied sport across countries and cultures and
was propelled forward in many ways with the pioneering accomplishments of this boy from
Bombay.Anil with arms akimbo as a toddler, c. 1948.Anil’s tale begins, though, in Chheharta, a
rural town in the northwestern state of Punjab very close to the newly minted border between
India and Pakistan, where he was born on October 13, 1946, just ten months before the partition
of the country. As such, he was among a generation of Indians loosely associated with a group
of people envisaged by the writer Salman Rushdie as Midnight’s Children, who were
characterized in his magical realist novel by the same name. In the allegorical tale, this
imaginary group of Indians, who were born at the time of India’s independence from Britain and
imbued with supernatural powers, represent the hope of the nation. The idea is relevant to Anil
and his story partly because the very impending trauma of the division of the vast country would
not only directly impact the lives of his family, but also determine how his own life would
ultimately take shape. For shortly after he was born, his family would be among those enmeshed
in the panic, misery, distrust, violence, and displacement of vast communities that spiraled out of
control after the map of India had been redrawn.Before that time, the Nayars had been a
comfortably settled land-owning family living in a compound far from the hodgepodge of
shanties on the other side of the historical Grand Trunk Road where, after the rains, the dust
turned to kichad, which, when mixed with cow dung, would morph into a pungent road surface.
Yet, due to their home’s proximity to the border, they were among the millions who would be



displaced by what is commonly referred to in the subcontinent simply as “partition.” And within a
few months of the chaotic and deadly dawn of an independent India, Anil’s parents set off by
train with Anil, who then was just a 1-year-old baby, and his three elder siblings roughly 1,000
miles south for the more hospitable city of Bombay, where, thanks to the family’s affluence, they
were fortunate to be able to recreate a prosperous and urban life in the bustling western seaside
metropolis.The family settled in the spectacular and aristocratic part of the city known as South
Bombay on the scenic Marine Drive. Shouting distance away from the enchanting Arabian Sea
was their new home, which was situated next door to the iconic and beautifully appointed Cricket
Club of India. Built by the British, the club was and still is home to a world-class cricket stadium
named after Lord Brabourne, a former British governor of Bombay who laid the foundation stone
for the facility in 1936. “Yes, it was a cricket club with the world-renowned Brabourne Stadium,
but other sports thrived alongside, among them squash,” said Anil. Within the context of this new
setting, Anil and his older siblings, Asha, Vinod, and Vijay, grew up in a spacious and
comfortable flat in a recently constructed residential building overlooking the sea and were
exposed to a rather worldly and international life, much of which was experienced within the
walls of the exclusive Cricket Club of India, known to locals as the CCI, where everyone enjoyed
a convivial social atmosphere as well as the benefits of its sporting facilities.Marine Drive, c.
1945, photographed by Jean’s father while on duty in India during WWII. St. James Court, Anil’s
family home, is the fourth building from the right.Once ensconced in Bombay, life for Anil and his
family fell into a pleasant pattern, which included regular visits to the hometowns of both of his
parents in Punjab. “My parents and my three siblings would take the Frontier Mail, the train
immortalized in the potboilers of John Masters, from Bombay Central Station to Amritsar once in
summer and then again in winter, thus never losing touch with the heat and dust we had left
behind after partition,” Anil said. “In those days, there were individual first-class cabins, not the
current corridor trains. And it was fun riding in them with the family, though the summers were
scorching despite the enormous slabs of ice that were placed by the coolies on the cabin floor
and covered in sawdust and salt. Above these floors our bedding rolls would be covered in a film
of coal dust from the engine. In the days before air-conditioning, there was little choice!” Winter
travel, on the other hand, was breezy and comfortably cool. As the train traveled north, though,
the air often turned a tad too cold, so the family would close the windows to the chill and coal
dust and enjoy what worked out to be regular seasonal family picnics aboard the train.While
Anil’s immediate family had relocated to Bombay (now renamed Mumbai), some of his paternal
uncles and aunts continued to live on the family estate in Chheharta, which is located about five
miles from Amritsar, his father’s birthplace and the train’s last stop as it made its way north
toward the famous Wagah-Attari India-Pakistan border. His paternal grandparents’ family
compound was an oasis of comfort when contrasted with the shanties on the GT Road.
Composed of a quartet of bungalows with well-manicured gardens and sprawling lawns, the
compound even housed a swimming pool and a cement badminton court!Anil’s sister, Asha, the
eldest of his siblings, claimed the family owned just one pair of roller skates, however, and about



eight children, including several cousins, took turns learning to use them on the badminton court
—and without pads to protect them, they often wound up with plenty of bruises and open cuts. In
a fenced-in pasture behind the swimming pool, his grandparents kept 35 cows. “The cowherd
would take them for a walk twice a day through the main gate and they would leave droppings as
they ambled along,” Anil said. “These cows were the source of our morning and evening fresh
milk, which was also delivered to the community nearby, courtesy of the Nayar family.” Asha
believed the family’s strong bones could be attributed to the non-pasteurized, non-homogenized
fresh milk the Nayars drank as children.Portrait of Anil’s paternal great-grandfather, Lala Tulsiram
Nayar, c. 1930.Batala, the village of Anil’s maternal grandparents 25 miles north of Amritsar,
presented an entirely different picture. It was dirty with open sewers and heaps of garbage,
invariably covered with armies of flies, dumped outside the homes. Like other dwellings in the
village, the home of Anil’s maternal grandparents not only lacked air conditioning, but also had
no running water or flush system. And in contrast to the herd of livestock owned by his paternal
grandparents, Anil’s maternal grandparents owned just two cows to supply the family’s milk. The
temperature in both settings varied from as low as 40 degrees F in winter to 100 degrees F or
more in summer, when the family slept on the terraces under the stars on khatiyas, wooden cots
with mats made of woven jute, with each sibling taking turns to water the floor to keep the air as
cool as possible. In winter, they slept indoors next to an angeethi, a coal-fueled heater, and
relied on lots of blankets and rajaaees to stay warm.Despite the challenging conditions in
Batala, Anil had very happy memories of his maternal grandfather, Mulkh Raj Singh Bhalla.
Known as Bauji to the grandchildren, he was a beloved local physician, who gained his medical
degree from Khalsa College in Amristar before serving in the Indian army during WWI. He also
remembered fondly his maternal grandmother, Channandevi, who surfaced at 5 o’clock every
morning, reciting passages from the Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh holy book, and often breaking
into song. Young Anil would crawl into their beds, hide his head under the quilt and pretend to be
asleep just to enjoy the moments he spent with them and make them linger.The rural, yet
indulgent experiences Anil encountered at the homes of his relatives in the north were pivotal in
shaping his view of the world—and his character—as time went on. Here, he was mollycoddled
and amply fed plenty of sarson ka saag and makki ki roti with tarka dhal and gobi aloo all cooked
in ghee, which added the extra pounds to his small frame that would eventually serve as an
impetus for his extreme success in squash. It was in Batala that he also developed a strong
sense of compassion for the less-fortunate people around him, including Dunichand, who
worked for his maternal grandfather as a compounder in his pharmacy.“Dunichand had a
walleye and lived in a kholi alongside the premises of my grandparents’ home next to the stall
where the cows were housed,” said Anil. As Dunichand toiled in the dispensary of the hospital
quarters, where Anil’s grandfather treated his patients, Anil enjoyed spending time with him there
pretending to help with the alchemy he used to make the prescriptions advised by his
grandfather. The seeds of Anil’s sense of generosity were sown here, too, as he witnessed his
grandfather treating the poor at little or no cost and rewarding Dunichand for his loyalty and



service by ultimately giving the compounder and his family the portion of the family property in
which he lived and worked as a permanent dwelling.Anil’s paternal great-grandmother, Ratan
Devi Nayar, c. 1930.Back in Bombay in those days, Anil’s paternal grandfather, Lachmandas
Tulsiram Nayar, with his business acumen and foresight, was thriving. After settling there with
Anil’s paternal step-grandmother, Pushpa, his grandfather had purchased a considerable
amount of commercial and residential properties and land in the 1940s, which, over time, would
geometrically increase in value. (Anil’s paternal grandmother, Ram Rakhi Devi Nayar, had died in
1943 at the age of 45 of high blood pressure, shortly after the birth of the last of her nine
children, seven boys and two girls.) Following Anil’s paternal grandfather to Bombay came the
two eldest of his grown children, Anil’s uncle Daulatram and his father, Kanhyalal, the first and
second of the seven brothers, along with their families. His grandfather’s multiple real estate
holdings provided the platform for the well-to-do and comfortable life Anil’s family enjoyed after
moving to Bombay.Of course, but for the forced displacement from Chheharta in the heartland of
Punjab, the Nayars might never have moved south to Bombay. It was also coincidental that
among the portfolio of real estate Anil’s grandfather had opted to acquire before partition was a
residential apartment building known as St. James Court, which was situated along the
picturesque surroundings of Marine Drive and would become the setting of his family’s new
home. Also known as the Queen’s Necklace and so called because the lights of the evenly
spaced, uniformly elevated, and then recently built Art Deco buildings along the sweeping
boulevard would sparkle like jewels at night under the moon and the stars, especially when the
magnificent crescent was viewed from the heights of the Hanging Gardens to the north, Marine
Drive possesses an irresistible charm—and its hold on the collective imagination has become
the stuff of Bollywood legend. The shimmering swoop of the boulevard has appeared in scores
of films and, aside from the Gateway of India and the Taj Mahal Hotel, is perhaps the city’s most
famous image with its open embrace of the sea appearing to welcome people and influences
from the lands beyond.Like much of Bombay, Marine Drive owes its existence to land
reclamation and profiteering that began after its environs had been taken over and settled as a
trading outpost of the British, who started to develop the city in the early 18th century by
gradually joining together the seven islands that now comprise it and expanding it out into the
water. Among the various reclamation projects that unfolded over time under the influence of the
British was the Back Bay scheme, which was originally envisaged to extend all along the
western side of the southern tip of the city and include a beautiful promenade with office
buildings, public squares, and blocks of apartment buildings containing homes for the rich.With
financing by private investors, both European and Indian, work on the project began in 1919,
when stone and mud quarried in the north in Kandivali were brought by train to the site and
dumped into the sea. Though only a portion of the original plan was ultimately completed, the
16.6 acres now known as Marine Drive emerged from the sea in front of the imposing Gothic
headquarters of the Western Railway and Churchgate station, which had until then had been the
nearest buildings to the waterfront. As the reclamation project progressed, the glamorous Art



Deco style that first appeared in France in the 1920s had spread to other parts of the globe and
was beginning to influence the design of everything from apartment buildings, movie theaters,
ocean liners, and trains to furniture, jewelry, and everyday objects like clocks, radios, and
toasters—particularly in sea-facing resort cities like Los Angeles, Miami Beach, and Havana. In
Bombay, the modern building style represented a breakaway from the grand Gothic and Indo-
Sarcenic imperial structures that reflected the ethos of the Raj at the southern tip of the city, and
the newly emerging Indian elite embraced it as an emblem of their aspirations. So along with
British investors, many of the Indian merchants, financiers, and cinema tycoons who financed
the string of apartment buildings that would spring up along Marine Drive in the 1930s
constructed them in the streamlined Art Deco style that would give the crescent-shaped
boulevard its distinctly modern and cosmopolitan character.Anil’s paternal grandfather, far right,
with English businessmen in Amritsar, c. 1942.Most relevant to Anil in this serendipitous setting,
though, was his home’s proximity to the Cricket Club of India. And with the family apartment
located so very close to the CCI, the club would become young Anil’s second home by the time
he was 10 years old. The geographical accident of the new family home next to the CCI might
have ensured that Anil would start to play squash at its courts. But in the earliest days of his play,
it was far from inevitable that he would excel at the sport. And when I met him more than two
decades ago, even after he’d achieved his greatest victories, I was surprised to learn that he was
a stellar sportsman. He was clearly healthy, physically disciplined and committed to staying fit
and regularly training. But I didn’t see in him that fiercely competitive streak, or “killer instinct,”
one generally expects to find in a top athlete. I wondered what it takes to become a world-class
champion of any sport and I couldn’t get my mind around the mental qualities that would enable
him to get to the very top of his game on an international level. So when I met Anil’s eldest
brother, Vinod, for the first time a few months later, I asked him about Anil’s early days as a
squash player. He described to me with considerable pride Anil’s budding squash skills as a boy.
He was also quick to point out a few of Anil’s weaknesses at the time. “He was so chubby when
he was young that we called him Ladoo,” said Vinod. Ladoo, I soon learned, was the Hindi word
for an Indian sweet that’s shaped like a little round ball. This new insight only contributed to the
disconnect in my mind about who Anil appeared to be on the surface and the athletic prowess
within him.Anil readily admitted, then, that his initial motivation to play squash as a youngster
was encouragement from his family to take up the game to shed some of his excess weight. His
sister, Asha, Anil’s eldest sibling, remembered another galvanizing remark from Anil’s geography
teacher, who had taught her years earlier as well. After spotting Anil sitting on the school quad
following a round of sports at school, he told her, “I saw your fat brother melting in the sun.” She
shared the comment with Anil, whose self-esteem at the time was shaped to a large extent by
wisecracks like these.Anil, whose pet name then was Ladoo, getting a hug from an uncle at the
family compound in Chheharta as a cousin looks on, c. 1956.As a boy, Anil was teased regularly
about his weight not just by family, but also by friends, who delighted in the parallel between his
plump body and the sphere-shaped sweet and soon others began calling him Ladoo, too. As is



the preoccupation of so many Indian families, Anil was also constantly warned that, as a chubby
one, he would not have much of a say in the marriage market. In India, families usually want “fair
and beautiful girls” and “tall and slim men” for arranged marriage. “My mother gave me mixed
signals,” said Anil. “On the one hand she fed me a farmer’s diet high in fat and carbohydrates,
and on the other hand she made a remark that my body type and physique would keep me from
gaining a suitable alliance with the opposite sex. Fearing the latter, I decided to take up squash
seriously and ran and ran to lose weight. I ran after every ball, successful or not. And that is how
I got my speed and retrieving ability, which would serve me well in the years ahead.”Despite its
uncertain start, squash became and remained a passion and an integral part of Anil’s life. His
determination to overcome the humiliations and taunts of his elders and peers, along with his
talent and hard work, his capacity to learn and practice with Herculean application, and his
ability to observe, assimilate, and adapt to changing patterns of the game grew with time and
would be part of his armor in his wonderful journey. His first mentor was an outstanding
professional by the name of Jamal Din, who, Anil believes, was not quite convinced that he
would reach any level of proficiency let alone achieve champion status on an international level.
Anil described his Pathan guiding light as “world class” and a spectacular player. “When he hit
hard forehand and backhand shots with the old Silvertown ball, the noise could be heard across
the CCI pool by the Patiala Pavilion a 100 yards away,” he said. And his patient, if limited,
guidance sufficed to get Anil off to a rolling start.In the early days, though, it was pretty hard
going for the pre-teenager to get courts to play on as club regulations determined that adult
members would get court preference after 4:30 p.m., which most clubs in India observe to this
day in all varieties of sports, including badminton, tennis, and table tennis. For juniors, this meant
that, outside school holidays, they would be scrambling for playing space in the limited spans
available to them after school and before the elders took over the courts and squeezing in
whatever court time they could get.* * *
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Stephen A. Samson, “Best sports book I have read!. Not only is this an excellent biography of
Anil Nayar's championship squash career but it also provides the reader with Indian history,
customs, and culture. I found Jean Nayar's well written book educational and compelling.Steve
Samson”

Rajeev Ajmani, “A great read for all. It was hard to put down Anil Nayar’s Story as I turned the
pages on a life of purpose and accomplishment. I must have read 300 pages the day the book
arrived, only to slow down as I didn't want it to end!For anyone looking for an inspiring story in
these difficult times, here is a superbly crafted memoir.”

The book by Jean Nayar has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 5 people have provided feedback.
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