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Introduction
This book begins with a city known by two names. “Madras” evokes colonial
boulevards, parade grounds, and club verandas; “Chennai” signals a postcolonial
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metropolis, expanding, improvising, and arguing with its past. I use “Madras” in the
title to foreground the historical frame through which cricket, tennis, and athletics first
took institutional root, while recognizing that the story extends into contemporary
Chennai. Across these names runs a throughline: sport as a way of mapping
belonging. By following pitches, courts, and tracks, we can watch a city build its civic
identity one rivalry, one season, and one stadium at a time.

From the late nineteenth century, clubs and gymkhanas organized leisure as a
civilizing routine and a social filter. Pavilions were built not only to shelter players from
the sun but to sort them by race, language, and class. Parade grounds became
calendars; fixtures became rituals. Yet even as rules and memberships policed the
boundary of who could play and who could watch, the games themselves leaked
across those lines. Ball by ball and lap by lap, sport made new publics in the
interstices of regulation—on municipal maidans, on school playing fields, and on
streets that briefly transformed into arenas.

Schools and colleges were the crucibles of this civic pedagogy. House systems taught
competition as a grammar of affiliation; interschool trophies stitched neighborhood
pride to institutional glory. University rivalries turned youthful performances into
citywide conversation, amplifying the reputational circuits of teachers, principals, and
patrons. In these contests, students learned more than techniques; they learned how
to read the town—its tram lines to away grounds, its ticketing queues, its rules for
cheering and silence. Through youthful bodies, the city rehearsed adulthood.

Tennis and athletics tell complementary stories. The manicured lawns along the rivers
and in the garden suburbs nurtured a cosmopolitan etiquette—handshakes, whites,
and draw sheets—that proclaimed refinement even as it masked exclusion.
Meanwhile, track meets on the Marina staged the body as civic spectacle: disciplined,
timed, and ranked against the sea breeze. Women’s participation unsettled both
spaces—at once welcomed as modernity’s promise and constrained by respectability’s
gaze. To trace their entries and exits is to see the gendered city come into view.

Cricket, of course, is the city’s most audible heartbeat, echoing from Chepauk and
neighborhood maidans alike. But the noise of cricket is braided with other
soundscapes: the hum of radio commentary carried into tea shops, the abrupt hush of
a service toss on a hot afternoon, the starter’s pistol scattering gulls over the beach.
Newspapers, newsletters, and later television translated these sensations into
narratives that taught readers how to be citizens—whom to idolize, what to argue
about on Mondays, and how to tell victory from virtue. Media did not merely report
results; it manufactured memory.

Postcolonial transformations reconfigured the institutions without erasing their logics.
Independence rearranged associations, opened memberships, and redirected
subsidies, yet older hierarchies adapted. Stadium construction became a language of

Purchased from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



development; naming rights and patronage attached politics to concrete. Evictions
and redevelopments turned playing fields into contested commons, where athletes,
vendors, residents, and officials negotiated the price of progress. To walk the city’s
sporting map is to encounter, again and again, the question of who the city is for.

This book draws on club minutes and membership rolls, school magazines and
municipal files, match reports and memoirs, as well as oral histories with players,
coaches, groundsmen, journalists, and fans. The chapters move from spaces to
institutions to people, circling back to the everyday infrastructures—buses at dusk,
floodlights warming up, chalk dust on palms—that make competition feel inevitable.
Along the way, profiles of athletes and clubs anchor broader arguments about colonial
leisure and postcolonial identity formation, while case studies of stadium politics
reveal how bricks and bylaws script emotion. By the end, I hope readers will recognize
that to study sport in Madras/Chennai is not to wander off the serious path of urban
history, but to walk directly along it—past turnstiles and ticket windows, onto fields
where the city, quite literally, takes shape.

CHAPTER ONE: A City at Play—Mapping the Sporting
Geographies of Madras
The city of Madras, even in its earliest colonial incarnations, was a place shaped by its
open spaces. Beyond the bustling Black Town and the more ordered White Town, vast
stretches of land lay ready for appropriation, not just for grand administrative
buildings or sprawling residential plots, but for recreation. These initial forays into
organized leisure, however rudimentary, laid the groundwork for a sporting landscape
that would eventually weave itself into the very fabric of urban life, marking out
territories of competition and community. The nascent sporting geographies of Madras
were not accidental; they were a deliberate, if often organic, extension of colonial life,
soon to be embraced and reinterpreted by the local populace.

Long before the meticulously maintained pitches and courts became commonplace,
the grounds around Fort St. George, and later, more expansive areas further inland,
served as informal arenas. Soldiers off duty, eager for exercise and diversion, would
kick a ball about or engage in rudimentary athletic contests. This wasn't sport as we
understand it today, with codified rules and dedicated infrastructure, but rather a
recreational impulse that sought out any available patch of open earth. These early,
unstructured games offered a glimpse into the human need for play, a need that
would soon manifest in more organized and permanent forms. The sheer availability of
space in a relatively unburdened landscape allowed for this initial, unconstrained
embrace of physical activity.
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As the city grew, so too did the demand for more formalized recreational outlets. The
parade grounds, initially intended for military drills and ceremonial displays, quickly
doubled as ad hoc sports fields. Their flat, expansive surfaces, cleared of obstacles
and often maintained to some degree, made them ideal for a variety of activities.
Cricket, in its nascent stages, found a home on these grounds, with makeshift wickets
and enthusiastic players. These spaces were public, accessible, and thus became vital
early nodes in the city’s developing sporting network, blurring the lines between
military function and civilian recreation. The parade ground became, for many, the
first true sporting arena of Madras.

The European residents, particularly those connected to the East India Company and
later the Raj, brought with them a distinct vision of leisure. This vision often revolved
around activities like horse racing, hunting, and various forms of athletics, all of which
required considerable open space. Race courses, therefore, became another
significant feature of Madras's early sporting map. These were not merely venues for
wagering and spectating; they were social hubs, places where the colonial elite could
gather, display their wealth, and reinforce their social standing. The existence of such
large-scale facilities underscored the importance placed on certain forms of sport and
the infrastructure required to support them.

The Cooum River, snaking through the city, also played an unexpected role in shaping
sporting activities. While not immediately conducive to field sports, its banks and
associated open areas provided pathways for early morning constitutional walks and,
eventually, spaces for rowing and other water-based activities. The river, though often
romanticized, was also a practical element in the city’s layout, influencing where
people lived, worked, and played. Its meandering course created natural boundaries
and green corridors that, in time, would host various forms of recreation, adding
another layer to the diverse sporting geography.

The establishment of cantonments and military barracks further solidified specific
areas as sporting zones. Beyond the parade grounds, these enclaves often included
dedicated spaces for officers and their families to engage in games like tennis and
badminton, even if on rudimentary courts. These were, by design, exclusive spaces,
reflecting the hierarchical nature of colonial society. Yet, their very existence
contributed to the gradual spread of sporting infrastructure across the city, albeit in
fragmented and often segregated pockets. The military footprint, therefore, was not
just about control, but also about the introduction and cultivation of specific sporting
pastimes.

The concept of the "maidan" emerged as a distinctly Indian urban phenomenon that
perfectly complemented the colonial love for open-air sports. These vast, open fields,
often centrally located, became democratic spaces for play. While not always
meticulously maintained, their sheer size and accessibility made them ideal for
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impromptu cricket matches, football games, and athletic pursuits. The maidan was
where organized sport met spontaneous play, where formal rules often yielded to local
interpretations, and where the lines between participant and spectator were fluid. It
was a crucial counterpoint to the more exclusive club grounds.

As education began to take root, schools, particularly those established by
missionaries and the colonial government, started to incorporate physical education
and organized games into their curriculum. This led to the creation of dedicated
playing fields within school compounds. These smaller, more localized sporting spaces
were instrumental in introducing younger generations to sports and in fostering a
sense of competition and teamwork. They were the training grounds for future
athletes and spectators, embedding sporting values from a young age and extending
the reach of organized play into every neighborhood where a school was built.

The burgeoning railway network, while primarily for transport, also inadvertently
influenced sporting geographies. Railway colonies, built to house employees, often
included recreation grounds and sports clubs. These self-contained communities
fostered their own sporting traditions, creating miniature hubs of activity that
contributed to the overall sporting tapestry of Madras. The railway lines themselves
became arteries not just for commerce and travel, but also for transporting teams and
fans to various sporting venues, connecting disparate parts of the city and beyond
through the shared passion for games.

The early forms of urban planning, even in their limited scope, often earmarked
certain areas for public recreation. While not always realized immediately, the
intention to set aside green spaces for the populace laid the conceptual groundwork
for future parks and playing fields. These early planning decisions, however
rudimentary, acknowledged the importance of open spaces for the well-being of the
city's inhabitants, even if the primary beneficiaries were often the colonial elite. Over
time, these designated areas would evolve into some of Madras's most beloved
sporting grounds.

The proliferation of "native" clubs, often formed along caste or community lines,
further diversified the sporting map. These clubs, while sometimes lacking the lavish
facilities of their European counterparts, created their own dedicated spaces for play,
often adapting existing maidans or establishing grounds on the periphery of
residential areas. They reflected a growing indigenous engagement with organized
sport, demonstrating that the appetite for competition was not confined to the colonial
population. These clubs were vital in democratizing access to sports, even if still
operating within their own social boundaries.

The very climate of Madras, with its long, hot summers and monsoon seasons,
dictated certain aspects of sporting life. Early matches were often played in the cooler
mornings or late afternoons, and the monsoon brought a temporary halt to outdoor
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activities, only for them to resume with renewed vigor once the rains subsided. This
cyclical rhythm of play, dictated by the seasons, became an intrinsic part of the city's
sporting calendar. It shaped the scheduling of events, the maintenance of grounds,
and even the types of sports that gained popularity, favouring those that could
withstand or adapt to the tropical conditions.

The establishment of gardens and parks, initially for aesthetic and recreational
purposes, also contributed to the sporting landscape. While primarily for leisurely
strolls and social gatherings, these green spaces occasionally hosted informal games
or provided ample room for athletic pursuits. Their manicured lawns and shaded
avenues offered a different kind of recreational environment, one that was perhaps
less about intense competition and more about gentle exercise and social interaction,
but still a vital component of the city's overall sporting fabric.

As the city's population grew and spread, so did the need for accessible sporting
venues within residential areas. This led to the emergence of smaller, neighborhood-
level grounds, often maintained by local communities or small associations. These
were the arenas of everyday sport, where children learned to play, where local
rivalries flourished, and where a deep sense of community was forged through shared
sporting experiences. They were the unsung heroes of Madras's sporting geography,
providing vital spaces for countless amateur athletes.

The early sporting map of Madras was, therefore, a patchwork quilt of military parade
grounds, race courses, school fields, maidans, and exclusive club compounds. Each
piece represented a different facet of the city's social structure and its evolving
relationship with organized play. This diverse array of spaces, though often
segregated by design, collectively laid the foundation for the vibrant sporting culture
that would define Madras for generations to come. It was a dynamic landscape,
constantly adapting to new demands, new populations, and new ideas about leisure
and competition.

The mapping of these early sporting geographies reveals more than just the location
of pitches and courts; it illuminates the social currents and power dynamics at play
within the colonial city. The grand, manicured lawns of the European clubs stood in
stark contrast to the dusty, sprawling maidans where the local populace congregated.
Yet, both were essential components of the city’s sporting identity, each contributing
to the narrative of how Madras learned to play. The segregation of these spaces was a
reflection of the larger societal divisions, but the shared passion for sport often found
ways to transcend these barriers, if only momentarily.

The names of these early sporting venues, whether formal or informal, often held
clues to their origins and significance. Some were named after prominent colonial
figures, while others bore the names of the areas they occupied. These place names
became embedded in the city’s lexicon, conjuring images of famous matches,
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legendary athletes, and memorable sporting moments. They were more than just
geographical markers; they were repositories of shared memory, contributing to the
collective civic identity that was slowly being forged through competition.

The very act of traversing the city to reach these sporting locales also contributed to
the development of Madras’s civic identity. Whether by foot, bullock cart, or later, by
tram or bus, the journey to a match or a practice session was an experience in itself. It
connected different parts of the city, familiarized residents with its layout, and
fostered a sense of shared purpose among those heading to the same event. The
routes to the grounds became as much a part of the sporting experience as the games
themselves, weaving the urban fabric more tightly together.

Moreover, the development of these sporting spaces necessitated the growth of
ancillary services. Groundsmen to maintain the pitches, vendors to sell refreshments,
and even early forms of local transportation all sprung up around these venues. This
economic ecosystem, however small, further integrated sport into the daily life of the
city, making it not just a pastime but also a contributor to local livelihoods. The simple
act of playing a game rippleed outwards, creating a miniature economy that supported
the burgeoning sporting culture.

The architectural styles of the early pavilions and clubhouses also spoke volumes
about the aspirations and aesthetics of the time. From grand colonial structures
designed for leisure and display to more modest, functional buildings erected by local
clubs, these edifices added a distinct visual dimension to the sporting landscape. They
were not merely shelters; they were statements, reflecting the social standing of their
occupants and contributing to the overall character of the sporting venues.

The evolving understanding of public health and physical fitness also played a role in
the growth of sporting geographies. As medical knowledge advanced and the benefits
of exercise became more widely recognized, the provision of spaces for physical
activity gained greater importance. While initially driven by colonial ideals of a healthy
workforce and military, these ideas gradually permeated the broader society, leading
to a greater demand for and investment in sporting infrastructure.

The constant negotiation between formal and informal spaces of play also defined
Madras’s sporting map. While clubs and institutions established their exclusive
domains, the unbridled spirit of street cricket, football on vacant lots, and impromptu
athletic contests on the beach continued unabated. This interplay between structured
and unstructured play created a dynamic and vibrant sporting scene, demonstrating
the innate human desire for competition regardless of the availability of formal
facilities.

The British policy of "divide and rule" found a subtle reflection in the sporting
landscape, with separate clubs and facilities often established for different
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communities. Yet, paradoxically, the shared passion for sports could also act as a
bridge, bringing individuals from diverse backgrounds together on the same field,
even if the social interactions off the field remained constrained. These complex
dynamics added another layer of intrigue to the city’s sporting geographies.

Even the simple act of laying out a cricket pitch or marking a tennis court required a
certain level of foresight and planning, however rudimentary. The dimensions, the
orientation, and the surrounding amenities all contributed to the functionality and
appeal of these spaces. These early design considerations, often guided by
established British sporting traditions, set precedents for future sporting infrastructure
and became part of the city’s unwritten architectural code for recreational spaces.

The rise of inter-district and inter-state competitions further expanded the
geographical reach of Madras's sporting influence. Teams from the city would travel to
other towns, and teams from elsewhere would visit Madras, creating a network of
sporting connections that extended beyond the city limits. This exchange of athletes
and ideas contributed to a broader regional sporting identity, with Madras often
serving as a central hub for major tournaments and events.

The establishment of sporting goods stores and equipment manufacturers, however
small, also signaled the growing maturity of Madras’s sporting culture. These
businesses, catering to the needs of athletes and clubs, became another visible
manifestation of sport's integration into the city's economy and social fabric. They
were the commercial anchors of the sporting landscape, providing the tools necessary
for play to flourish.

The evolution of public transport, from horse-drawn carriages to trams and buses,
played a crucial role in democratizing access to sporting venues. What might have
once been a long trek became a relatively easy commute, allowing a wider cross-
section of the population to participate in and spectate at sporting events. This
improved accessibility further blurred the lines between exclusive club grounds and
more public playing fields.

The cultural impact of these sporting spaces was profound. They were not just places
for physical exertion; they were arenas for social interaction, for the forging of
friendships and rivalries, and for the creation of shared memories. The collective
experience of attending a match, cheering for a favorite team, or simply spending an
afternoon at a sporting ground contributed significantly to the development of a
distinct Madrasi identity.

The interplay between formal and informal education in shaping sporting geographies
is also noteworthy. While schools provided structured physical education, the maidans
and neighborhood grounds offered a more organic, self-directed learning environment.
Children learned the nuances of the game from older players, developed their skills
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through countless hours of unstructured play, and absorbed the unwritten rules of
sporting etiquette.

The city’s strategic location as a port city also meant a constant influx of new ideas
and influences, including those related to sports. Sailors and traders from different
parts of the world brought with them their own recreational pastimes, some of which
may have found a temporary or permanent home in Madras, further enriching its
diverse sporting landscape. This constant cultural exchange added layers to the city’s
recreational offerings.

The early sporting press, even in its nascent form, played a critical role in popularizing
sports and in creating a shared narrative around them. Match reports, player profiles,
and discussions about rules and strategies all contributed to a wider awareness of
sporting events and personalities. This media coverage effectively mapped the
sporting calendar and celebrated the city’s athletic achievements, further embedding
sport into the public consciousness.

The adoption of specific sports by various communities also contributed to the
fragmentation and diversification of the sporting map. While cricket might have been
universally popular, other sports found particular favor with specific groups, leading to
the development of specialized facilities and clubs catering to those interests. This
localized embrace of certain sports added to the rich tapestry of Madras’s recreational
offerings.

The influence of religious institutions, particularly in providing open spaces around
temples or community halls, also occasionally contributed to the sporting landscape.
These areas, while primarily for religious gatherings, sometimes doubled as informal
playing fields, particularly for local festivals or community events. This intertwined
nature of religious and recreational spaces highlighted the multi-functional use of
urban land.

The visual cues of sporting infrastructure—the sight of cricket whites on a verdant
pitch, the thwack of a tennis ball on a clay court, the rhythmic thump of runners on a
track—became iconic elements of the Madras streetscape. These sights and sounds
signaled the presence of organized play and contributed to the city's unique sensory
experience, further embedding sport into its everyday rhythm.

The concept of "time-sharing" spaces, even if informal, was also prevalent. A maidan
might host a cricket match in the morning, a football game in the afternoon, and a
community gathering in the evening. This multi-purpose use of open spaces
maximized their utility and reflected the adaptable nature of Madras’s early sporting
geographies, where flexibility was often key.

The simple act of gathering to watch a game, whether formally organized or
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spontaneously played, created a sense of shared public space. Spectators, often from
diverse backgrounds, would converge around these sporting arenas, transforming
them into temporary forums for social interaction, discussion, and collective
enjoyment. These gatherings were crucial in building a sense of civic camaraderie.

The development of specific sporting traditions and rituals, such as the elaborate tea
breaks during cricket matches or the ceremonial presentation of trophies, further
distinguished certain sporting venues. These traditions added a layer of cultural
significance to the physical spaces, transforming them from mere playing fields into
sites of social and cultural performance.

The enduring legacy of these early sporting geographies is still visible in Chennai
today. Many of the major sporting venues, though modernized and expanded, trace
their origins back to these colonial-era grounds and open spaces. The layout of the
city, its green lung areas, and its pockets of intense sporting activity are all, in some
way, descendants of this initial mapping of a city at play.

The stories embedded within these sporting spaces are rich and varied, offering
glimpses into the lives of athletes, administrators, and ordinary citizens. From the
grand narratives of international matches to the local tales of neighborhood rivalries,
the sporting geographies of Madras hold a multitude of human experiences, all
contributing to the larger story of a city that learned to define itself through
competition and camaraderie.

Ultimately, Chapter One lays the foundation for understanding how Madras, from its
earliest days, embraced and cultivated a vibrant sporting culture. It shows how open
spaces, military requirements, colonial leisure, and indigenous initiatives all converged
to create a unique sporting geography. This intricate web of pitches, courts, and
grounds was not just where games were played; it was where identities were formed,
communities were built, and the very character of a burgeoning city was shaped. The
mapping of these spaces is, in essence, the mapping of a city's soul.
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