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Fellow Shooters on Abhinav Bindra 

'If anyone could win from India it was only him. The way he 
functions, my God, it's 100 per cent shooting. I have never met 
anyone who thinks so much about shooting... I was once satisfied 
with a 99/100 and he said, no, why not 100/100... It's when I 
thought, OK, this is what you need to be a champion.' 

—SUMA SHIRUR, Olympic finalist 2004, Commonwealth 
Games champion and world record holder (air rifle) 

'I haven't seen such a composed, mature and thoughtful athlete. 
He has a natural knack for shooting and practised like a madman 
when we trained together before the Sydney Olympics. He is a 
very enigmatic person: at times talkative and at times very quiet. 
I was sure he wouldn't miss the gold medal in Beijing once he 
reached the finals...' 

—ANJALIBHAGWAT, Olympic finalist and winner of four rifle 
golds at the 2002 Manchester Commonwealth Games 

'He's easy to get along with, he has no airs. His level of discipline 
and his commitment is exceptional... In twenty-seven years, he's 
the hardest working shooter I have seen. He puts in so much 
effort the whole year that I worry. But sometimes, thankfully, 
we used to go and chill out with some vodka shots.' 

—MANSHER SINGH, Olympic trap shooter and gold medallist 
at the 1994 Commonwealth Games 
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PREFACE 

o understand Abhinav Bindra's uniqueness, to weigh what 
he achieved, to acknowledge where he went, requires a 

quick glance at history. For over a century, India has chased 
Olympic gold. Games after Games. Rowers and swimmers. 
Archers and runners. Boxers and wrestlers. All that dreaming, 
desire, talent, so much of it beautiful, always coming up short. 
Gold just refusing to come in an individual sport till it had 
the smell of a curse about it. Every successive Olympics, the 
pressure builds, the questions come, the absurdity of it all 
grows. Burundi had one, as did Luxembourg, the UAE, Hong 
Kong. Not India. 

Eventually, the gold medal sits there like a tease. It becomes 
an insinuation of mediocrity, it corrodes ambitions, it settles 
like a psychological weight in the athletic mind. Those 
Kenyans rising at dawn to eat up mountain trails with their 
casual strides; the hefty German rowers with oars tucked 
under muscled arms in their silken kits; the sleek Americans, 
all talent and science and technique in sleek bodies. Could 
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they be beaten? By us? Did we have the nerve? Do we know 
how to do it? 

The questions are suffocating, they tamper with the mind, 
they make the heart race, they don't help at the Olympics, 
where victory—in a theatre of ceremony and brilliance and 
harsh scrutiny—is so difficult anyway. It is this environment, 
this history, this burden, this negativity which used to coat 
India before an Olympics, that Abhinav Bindra, and his peers, 
had to contend with. They were lugging along this baggage 
while trying to beat a world of Olympic shooters so gifted they 
could trim your moustache with a pellet from thirty paces. 
And the exquisite appeal of the Olympics, its challenge and 
cruelty, is that this chance to beat the world only arrives every 
four years and is often over in 10 minutes, 30 minutes, an 
hour. You have to find your best, right then, at this appointed 
time. And he did. 

It could only be done by an unusual man and Abhinav fits 
that definition. He is not an easy man to know, imprisoned 
in his own shooting planet and insulated by shyness. But he 
vibrates with intensity, a sort of silent, restrained fury to be 
flawless, interrupting it only with an occasional flash of dry 
humour. We do not spend our lives adhered to athletes; we 
cannot say for certain that one man's work ethic exceeds 
another's. But Abhinav, clearly, has an almost masochistic 
quality: he pushes, then he pushes harder, then he pushes even 
more. I spent days with him where he'd shoot, run, do sit-ups, 
lift weights, shoot, run more, walk a tightrope, hour after hour 
after hour, chasing excellence with a purity that was dazzling, 
and rubbishing any idea I might have had of shooters as just 
some species of paunchy geeks. 

I admire this. I respect the intelligence with which he 
dissects his craft and the wonder with which he discusses it. 
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There is an artist within this shooting engineer. I was taken 
aback by how far he will go to get better, this extremity not 
merely of pain but of perseverance that he was willing to travel 
to. Small things. The meticulous way he examines his pellets, 
the dissastifaction even with a perfect score, the altering of 
the soles of his shoes by 1 millimetre, the willingness to try 
commando training. Anything, everything, that could help 
him win, and in this case confirming the idea—which makes 
him grin—that shooters are, well, a little odd. 

Yet when he did win gold at the Beijing Olympics in 
2008, his reaction was instructive. Relief and joy, the obvious 
responses to a grand victory, were followed later by a mild 
depression. The gold medal in his pocket, he was enveloped 
in an emptiness possibly unique to sport. He'd spent a life 
focused on a single moment and at twenty-five, when our 
lives are only commencing, his moment was done. It was an 
education for him, and later for me. 

Shooting, like chess, is an internal sport, the movements 
minor, yet it is a sport of fine nuance, of subtlety, requiring a 
certain imagining to appreciate it. These men rage, too, they 
just cannot show it. Unlike many sports, here perfection is 
not elusive, it is, in fact, a requirement. Fifty men, even more, 
stand in a line, confronted by a bullseye that's a blurred dot 
from 10 metres, a dot just bigger than a pinhead whose centre 
they are trying to hit. Fifty shooters, each one capable of being 
flawless on any given day. Fifty shooters whose aim you can't 
affect with a sledge, a glare or with your own skill. 

It makes it uncommonly hard to win a major event, to be 
more perfect than perfect men on the perfect day. 

So difficult that no man has ever won Olympic gold in 
the air rifle twice and only one man has won two Olympic 
medals in the event. 
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So tough that no man, till Abhinav, had won the World 
Championship and Olympics in the same cycle. 

Yet people will ask, sometimes to my utter bafflement, 
'So what has he done since the Olympics?,' as if it was some 
routine achievement. I shrug, I say he's won silvers in the 
Asian and Commonwealth Games, but truly it's immaterial 
if he ever wins anything else. History is already made. 

But after struggling for a while, Abhinav is trying again. 
Trying to see if he can find that severe concentration he once 
owned. Trying to swallow a fall from greatness and start again. 
Trying to chart another journey to Olympic success in London 
2012. 

He is a different man since the gold. More open, relaxed, 
certain. He is not fun in the conventional sense of the word, 
and I'd tease him about his personal life, simply because he had 
none. He has no girlfriend, he doesn't party, won't be found on 
Page 3 of any newspaper, isn't a collector of anything (except 
art recently). He doesn't jell his hair or wear a tattoo or buy 
Ferraris. Chill is not a word he is familiar with. His life was 
simple, it was a dedication to his craft, to the fulfilment of a 
dream. This was the only way he knew how to attain it. It is 
quite beautiful, it is also the only way he knew how to tell his 
story, honestly, starkly, intensely. It is a champion's journey, it 
is the story of a man who fought valiantly to make his own 
history. And with it, finally, his nation's. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

ABHINAV BiNDRA 
After an interesting two years writing this book during which 
I had more fun than I had imagined, I have many people to 
thank. Starting with my exceptional and persevering co-writer 
Rohit Brijnath, with whom I shared many laughs, coffees 
and intense conversations on sport. Amit Agarwal, managing 
editor at HarperCollins India, was enthusiastic and meticulous. 
Kamesh Srinivasan, the fine writer at The Hindu, transcribed 
the first draft of my story and kindly checked all the facts. 

A multitude of people, in varying ways, contributed to 
the project. Photos arrived from Germany, Kavita Muthanna 
designed early covers for me and Bandeep Singh interrupted 
a busy schedule to shoot a predictably beautiful cover. 

I have fenced for years with the National Rifle Association 
of India and have not always been impressed with the sports 
ministry, but there are people in both organizations who have 
lent me a hand. 



x i v A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s 

Through my career, innumerable people have contributed 
to my growth. Colonel Jagir Singh Dhillon first taught me 
under a mango tree, Amit Bhattacharjee tutored me on 
academics and life, and Maik Eckhardt stepped in to assist 
me at key times. My friend Ambika Jain provided valuable 
support; Manisha Malhotra, who heads the Mittal Champions 
Trust, always believed in me, and Suma Shirur was a kind and 
patient shooting partner over the years. 

Psychologist Tim Harkness peered creatively into my mind 
while consultant coach Uwe Riesterer toughened me, educated 
me and wrote me wonderful letters that lifted my spirit. Gaby 
Buehlmann and Heinz Reinkemeier, who still coach me, kept 
me in their home and pushed me every day to make me a 
better shooter. 

Without all of them, I would have no story to tell. 
But most of all I thank my parents, Apjit and Babli, my 

sister, Divya, and my brother-in-law, Angad, for never losing 
faith in me, for putting up with my tantrums and for always 
loving me. 

ROHIT BRIJNATH 
I'd like to thank Abhinav for trusting me to tell his story 
and for speaking with honesty about the journey he's 
finished and the one that continues. Thanks are also due 
to his parents, Babli and Apjit Bindra, for opening up their 
beautiful home in Chandigarh to me and putting up with my 
endless interrogations. Abhinav's coaches in Germany, Gaby 
Buehlmann and Heinz Reinkemeier, and his consultant, Uwe 
Riesterer, endured long conversations on the phone and spoke 
with passion and precision on their art. Colonel J.S. Dhillon 
brought his scrapbooks and valuable memories to the table 



A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s xv 

as did an early mentor, Amit Bhattacharjee. Shooters Suma 
Shirur, Anjali Bhagwat and Mansher Singh spoke with great 
affection about their peer and my old journalist friend, Kamesh 
Srinivasan, studiously checked the books for errors. 

My gratitude is also owed to my editors Patrick Daniel, 
Han Fook Kwang and Mathew Pereira at The Straits Times at 
Singapore, photographer Bandeep Singh, lawyer Akhil Sibal 
and the tireless Amit Agarwal at HarperCollins. Sharda Ugra 
offered me early feedback and Namita Bhandare read the 
manuscript and offered suggestions. My gang in Delhi—Samar 
Halarnkar, Priya Ramani, Vijay Jung Thapa, Rohini Prakash, 
Javed Ansari, Kavita Muthanna and Harinder Baweja—fed 
me, drove me around, plied me with fine malts and put up 
with my endless chatter about shooting. My parents, Roma 
and Raj en, know that I give thanks to them every day for 
introducing me to the written word. Finally this book would 
not have happened without the encouragement, laughter and 
love of my wife. Sarah, thanks, always. 





ft 

Illustration by Dibakar Das 

Visor: To block light, especially from above, to ensure clear picture of target. 
Gloves: Made of material that grips; worn on left hand to support rifle. 
Jacket/Trouser: Heavy, stiff canvas/leather garments which bring stability. 
Stand: To rest rifle between shots. Also holds ammunition. 
Boots: Flat-bottomed, often using custom-made insoles, which assist in ankle stability. 



Cheek piece 

Barrel 

Trigger Forehand raiser 

Butt plate 

Illustration by Dibakar Das 

Barrel: at least ten are tested for accuracy before one is chosen. 
Forehand raiser: where the gun sits on the left fist. 
Butt plate: can be custom-fitted to shoulder. 
Cheek piece: where the heads rests, can be adjusted to millimetres. 

Diaopter: the sight is fine-tuned by a series of'clicks'. 
Trigger: its sensitive weight depends on shooters preference. 
Front sight: can be adjusted to suit light conditions. 
Grip: Aligned to ensure trigger finger is in precise position. 





PROLOGUE 
THE QUEST 

It's 5 am. Winter. Chandigarh, 2005. It's cold, it's dark, I don't 
want to get up. I am a shooter, I stand still for a living, why 

do I need to run? I rise, I fall back on my pillow. I hate running, 
especially on a treadmill. It's as monotonous as shooting. No, 
it's worse. 

But I need it, being fit gives me confidence, it builds my 
self-esteem. I am wary of complacence, I am scared of regret. 
I want to believe I persisted. I need to know I did everything 
to be the best, whether it concerns my gun, my nutrition, 
my technique, my brain, my body. So I must push myself to 
the extremities of my being. Every single day. I have to make 
my life difficult, break it down into minute detail and master 
each part. 

I do all this because of that Olympic medal out there, that 
elusive, circular piece of metal at the end of a ribbon which 
means the world to me. I don't know that one day in the future 
in Beijing 1 will win this medal. All I know is that I want it like 
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an ache. So I rise, pull on my shorts, lace my shoes, go out into 
the dark and the cold. And I wear out my treadmill. 



1 

DEFEAT A N D DESPAIR 
IN ATHENS 

Idon't dream any more of Athens. Never. I am thankful for 
it. It took a long time. It took me eventually to therapy to 

Germany. All defeat haunts, but this one, in the final of the 
10-metre air-rifle event at the 2004 Olympics, cut deeper. It 
seemed to infect my nervous system, worming into my brain 
and flooding it with worthlessness. It devastated me and stirred 
me to anger. 

One picture tells the tale. 
The walls of my shooting range in Chandigarh are like a 

cluttered history of my sporting life. Photographs, certificates, 
badges, scoresheets. All framed behind glass. Except one. It 
is my Olympic certificate from Athens. It states that I came 
seventh in the 10-metre air-rifle event. I don't look at it, but 
it stares at me accusingly, an unmoving reminder of my worst 
failure. It's why one day, frustrated in training, I grabbed it 
from the wall and hurled it to the ground. 

The certificate, glassless, is still there. The dreams of the 
final have gone away, but not what Athens did to me. This is 
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where my life turned. There is where we should begin. With 
a defeat in a Greek city where the Olympics began. 

All I knew in life till 2004 was shooting, my vocabulary 
distilled to gun, sight, aim, breathe, target, fire, all these words 
strung together and running through my head like a sporting 
prayer. All I was in life till then was a talented boy with a gun, 
defined by my ability to hit a .5-millimetre bullseye from 10 
metres with an air-filled rifle made by Walther, a gun-maker 
that was James Bonds's preference. 

All my life didn't matter anymore, because now, on this 
Athens afternoon, I was nothing, a sporting irrelevance. Only 
sport can do this to you, strip you naked in an instant in public, 
step on your dreams, make four years of practice incidental. 
In this, sport can seem absent of grey: you triumph, you fail. 
Black or white. Shooting is worse, you can't even blame anyone, 
cannot excuse failure as a rival's inspired day, a referee's error, 
a lucky bounce. Only one person is responsible for defeat. 
You. 

History. It's what I came to make in Athens. First Indian to 
win an individual Olympic gold. History is not why I shot, but 
history was also partially my fuel. I never felt the burden of a 
nation waiting, but I appreciated how long it had been waiting. 
Olympic Games after Olympic Games, watching athletes from 
countries like Suriname win gold, from Mozambique, listening 
to outsiders sneer, 'one billion people, not one individual gold'. 
I guess I had the power to alter that, I presume people believed 
I had the power to change that. Now I'd failed. 

If you had asked me, any other day, who I was, I would have 
instinctively answered: A desperately lucky man. I had wonderful 
parents, a loving sister, supportive coaches, never had to worry 
about money, yet now I felt so desperately alone, so utterly 
useless. It was a twenty-year-old life at its lowest point. 
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I had been one of the strong favourites in the 10-metre air-
rifle final at Athens. I had been in splendid form in practice. 
Forty-seven players competed for a place in the eight-man final, 
and after the qualifying I was sitting in third place. In touching 
distance of a gold medal, even closer to bronze. Then I fell to 
seventh out of eight shooters in the final. I had lost. 

But it was more than that, for losing I had known, losing I 
didn't like, but losing I wasn't scared of. This had a different 
taste, this was a collapse of talent precisely when it was supposed 
to bloom. I didn't want to speak to anyone, see anyone, say 
anything. I was mystified by my own incompetence. 

Air-rifle shooters fire sixty shots in qualifying competition 
from a distance of 10 metres, and each shot can be worth 10 
points at best for a total of 600. In the final, the top eight 
shooters fire ten more shots, but the scoring goes into decimal 
places to separate the best. It means, when it comes to the 
bullseye, you can score from 10.0 points to a highest of 10.9. 
In our world, even hitting the bullseye isn't enough. We have 
to hit a particular part of the bullseye, we have to exist on the 
very edge of perfection. 

Great shooters aren't supposed to shoot 8s in an Olympic 
final. They rarely shoot 9s in an Olympic final. Nines are nice, 
they're accurate, they're impressive. But they are not perfect. 
Not even close to perfect. Too many millimetres away from 
perfect in a sport where the bullseye is 0.5 millimetre. Let's 
just say this: William Tell with his crossbow had to hit the 
apple, I have to hit the seed inside the core of that apple. All 
the time, every shot, that's my job. 

This is where great shooters live. This is where I thought 
I now lived. In an international air weapons competition in 
Munich in Germany earlier that year I had shot 10.4, 10.1, 
10.4,10.9,10.5,10.6, 10.2,10.3,10.3,10.3 in the final. Every 
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shot above 10. One a perfect 10.9. But now I was looking 
at my scores in the Athens Olympics final and they were 
inexplicable. Like an elite sprinter timing 11 seconds in an 
Olympic 100-metre final. 

9.4, 10.0, 10.0, 10.3, 9.8, 9.9, 8.8, 9.7, 9.6, 10.1. 
One score in the 8s. 
Five scores in the 9s. 
Nothing higher than 10.3. 
Damn. 
I knew my craft. My gun was like an extra limb. I had 

studied balance, posture, technique. I could strip down every 
performance and tell you almost precisely why I failed or 
triumphed. Down to the last irregular breath. I knew myself, 
I knew shooting. But this didn't make sense. 

My mood had been buoyant. A day or two before my event, 
Indian trap shooter Mansher Singh and I had chauvinistically 
kidded about what we'd need to do to win Olympic gold. 

'Maybe I should enter the women's double trap,' I laughed, 
simply because it only had ten serious competitors in it. We 
had nearly fifty. 

'Yeah,' he smiled, 'but you'd need more than a gun change 
for that.' 

My form was flying, too. My German-Swiss coach, Gaby 
Buehlmann, later insisted that technically and mentally, I was 
a superior shooter in Athens to the one I was four years later 
in Beijing, when I won Olympic gold. India's Suma Shirur, 
both superb shooter and friend, told a reporter years later 
that 'Abhinav was in excellent form in Athens. I don't think 
at the 2006 world championships, where he won, he was even 
close to it.' 

Ironically, inexplicably, I even felt I had shot great in the 
final, that I had done everything right. Yet this was the lowest 
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total I had shot anywhere in the world at any level. It was a total 
I couldn't shoot even if I was trying. 

Questions coursed through me. 
Had I overestimated myself, so driven by ambition? 
No. 
Had I miscalculated the difficulty of being an Olympic 

champion, the incredible amalgam of training and luck and 
performance on the day? 

No. 
Had I underestimated the value of just getting to an 

Olympic final, being one of the world's eight best shooters, 
in just my second Games? 

No. A final was good but it wasn't enough. For me, seventh 
was as good as seventeenth. 

Had I overlooked the intensity of my first Olympic final? 
No. 
Of course, an Olympic final was new for me, unknown 

territory, the pressure foreign. This was the place where you 
wonder, am I just a training world champion—great only 
in practice—or a real one? I could wake up at 3 am in my 
underwear and shoot a perfect 10 on command. But this was 
the Olympics, the unpredictable universe, people watching, 
cameras recording, the world's finest collection of talent 
nudging you from every side. Where a tiny mental error, or 
an infinitesimal misalingment on my hips, could mean victory 
denied. Nevertheless, I believed I was ready. 

Had I been undone, slightly, irreparably that day, by my 
own expectation, by that of my family? 

No. 
Uwe Riesterer, a German who was my performance 

consultant, believes Indians handle expectation differently. 
His generalization goes like this: Constantly tell an American 
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he's the best, and he will saunter into the arena and say 'Let's 
kick ass and beat the hell out of everyone.' Tell an Indian he's 
the best and he tends to be defensive: 'I am the best, I better 
not make a mistake.' It's a reasonable theory, especially for 
me and Indian shooters of my generation—the new breed is 
different, bolder, more certain, like India itself—but that day 
it didn't apply to me. 

I had been led to believe, from boyhood, that I could be 
the best. It was a belief broadcast to me more often than a 
propaganda message on China Radio. But this message was 
vital for me, for I was naturally negative, driven to almost a 
mild depression when results were erratic. My family was like a 
pack of boxing seconds, lifting me when I tired. So many times 
I wanted to quit, fall into some hole of self-pity, but my family 
never gave up on me. They kept me going, they reminded me 
of my talent. Never a burden, always a support. 

So many theories abounded of why I failed, so many 
explanations, so many assumptions. Later, I'd weigh them, 
but right then, that night in the Olympic Village, I was unable 
to sleep, I kept thinking, something was wrong. The jury is 
going to discover there was a mistake with the target, the 
competition has to be redone, because these were scores I 
couldn't explain. But morning brought no solace. 

You have to understand my reaction. Shooting, like all sport, 
is about incremental improvements. I started by wanting to 
be a district shooter, now I was at my second Olympics. Piece 
by piece, like a gun being assembled, I was being put together, 
and now I felt like the final polished product. I was no longer 
content getting to finals, I was winning finals. 

I had started 2004 in Colorado Springs at the Rocky 
Mountain Championships—a series of three events in three 
days—with a 597/600 and a total of 103.5 in the final (103.5 
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was an average of 10.3 every shot for ten shots, and any score 
in that region is considered a good final performance). In the 
second event, I shot a perfect 600/600 and a 103.6 in the final, 
for an impressive total of 703.6, much better than the world 
record then. This didn't count as one because it wasn't an 
official event sanctioned by the International Shooting Sport 
Federation (ISSF). It didn't matter. World record scores are 
infrequent; 600/600 is infrequent—in ISSF competitions it 
has happened only three times. 

So powerful was the confidence accelerating through me 
that I felt, put me in a final and I will win it. In Europe, before 
the Athens Olympics, I won gold again in Germany, against a 
field comprising Dick Boschman of the Netherlands, Wolfram 
Waibel of Austria, Torsten Krebs of Germany, Peter Sidi of 
Hungary, Artem Khadjibekov of Russia, Rajmond Debevec 
of Slovenia, Konstantin Prikhodtchenko of Russia. Nobodies 
to you, but for us, at that time, these were the heroes of the 
bullet business. I felt I was as good as them; in finals, ironically, 
I felt I was better than them. 

So I came to Athens expecting gold, yet I left wanting to 
vomit. Not only because I failed, and how I failed, but also 
because of when I failed. Any time is fine, except now, except 
Olympic time. These Games are impossible to overstate for 
the runner, the shooter, the archer, the wrestler, the boxer. 

Athletics aside, there are no hefty prize money cheques on 
offer for us. Week in and week out, it's all paper certificates 
and tin medals. It's a planet of few headlines. Negligible 
sponsors. Not many agents. Small fan bases. In a way, without 
diminishing other sports, our pursuit is pure. Pure gold. The 
Olympics is the single moment that beckons us, defines us, 
and it is a moment that arrives infrequently. 

The cricketer has Test matches through the year, the tennis 
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player has four grand slam events in twelve months, the golfer 
the same number of majors annually. Constantly, there is an 
opportunity for redemption, a chance to stake a claim for 
greatness. Not for me. My only chance comes every four years. 
My only chance is seventy shots in 125 minutes every four 
years (the first sixty shots are to be fired in 105 minutes, each 
of the final ten shots within 75 seconds). 

We have to be a little insane to do this, a trifle obsessive, 
almost as single-minded as shaven monks who sit for years 
meditating under trees in search of distant nirvana. No joke. I 
once got yak milk from China because I was told it enhances 
concentration. (It didn't.) I attached electrodes to my head 
to view the activity in my brain when I shot well. I lasered 
off my love handles. Let's be clear: we're not you. We're not 
better than you, or other athletes, just caught in lives mostly 
weirder than most. Shooters can't suddenly shout 'fuccckkk' 
as football strikers do after a missed opportunity to score, we 
can't throw guns as one might a tennis racket, we have to 
absorb everything, swallow conflict, keep it tightly leashed 
within, not let it out, give up our humanness to become a 
machine. It's probably what makes us neurotic. 

Athletes in general tend to talk a lot about processes and 
journeys and the need to savour them, because if we thought of 
our reality—investing our entire beings, our savings, our sweat 
into a single Olympic day—we'd go crazier. We're looking to 
become highly tuned instruments almost agitating to perform. 
It is a high, a unique feeling only athletes and musicians and 
actors might have. An Australian Rules football player once 
said that at season's beginning he was so sharp, every muscle in 
his body so alive, that it was hard for him just to walk. Every 
time he did, he wanted to break into a run. 

The pressure of the Olympics is that right then, at that 
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precise two-hour period every four years, I have to be perfect. 
Or just more perfect than everyone else in the world. And 
the world of shooting is reasonably large. Germany itself has 
1.5 million shooters; across the world, in an inexact estimate, 
there are close to 70 million. It's why we're nervous, why 
athletes throw up before competing, why we chant, sit quietly 
in corners, put on particular socks in a particular order, hold on 
to superstitions, look to God. It's why gold is so meaningful. 

This is what the Olympics' appeal is, for it is the ultimate 
proof of readiness. Earlier in 2004,1 had casually mentioned 
that the Olympics was just another competition. I was lying. 
Deliberately. I was trying to detach myself, trying to remain 
relaxed, trying to stave off pressure. But the truth is that the 
Olympics is everything, it is the mission. 

There is no higher achievement in my sport, no finer 
examination of sporting worth, no more excruciating 
confirmation of skill produced under the suffocation of tension. 
In India, we all grow up to the yell of a distant 'Howzzat' from 
an adjoining field, but for some of us, our temples go beyond 
a pitch. They become instead a ring, a court, a track, a pool, a 
range. Instinctively, as a boy, the moment you actively pursue 
a sport, in your childish dreams—which never quite die—you 
look to its ultimate expression. The crown that represents 
excellence is the crown you wear in your sleep. For tennis 
players perhaps it is Wimbledon, for badminton players the 
All-England Championships, for golfers the Masters. 

For me, it was this ancient Games to which an Indian first 
travelled in 1900. Our bond to the Olympics came through 
a team wielding hockey sticks as if they were wooden wands 
and a wrestler named Khashaba Dadasaheb Jadhav, who 
won independent India's first individual medal, a wrestling 
bronze, in 1952. No shooter had won here. No grand record 
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of individual excellence at the Olympics existed. The gold 
medal was remote. Never seen by most, never touched. This 
very foreignness of it made the journey more mysterious and 
arduous. Yet it was also an inspiration. Everyone, after all, wants 
to be the first on any moon. So the Olympics is 99.9 per cent 
of the reason why I shoot; it is also the best place for me to 
judge how well I shoot. 

Yet here in Athens, after four years of changing coaches, 
weighing hundreds of bullets, detailing guns, sitting with 
psychologists, firing in darkened rooms, taking a screwdriver 
to every tiny damn detail, you want to have something to 
show. I had done everything. Yet I had nothing except seventh 
position in the final. 

It is deflating, it is humbling. No one understands. No one 
except other athletes. That day, Russian Olympic shooting 
medallists Lioubov Galkina and Tatiana Goldobina came up 
to me in the dining hall and had tears in their eyes. We're not 
close friends, it's just a bond athletes share, an appreciation of 
pain. At one point, I just kept laughing and can only explain it 
as being in some sort of shock. When someone asked me if I 
wanted to eat, I answered with feeble amusement: 'No, thanks, 
I'm still digesting my 9s.' 

But right then, wrapped so tightly in defeat, winning 
anything, like a world championship two years later, or an 
Olympic gold four years later, seemed unreal. I told one of my 
mentors, Amit Bhattacharjee, What have I done? I am a waste 
of space.' I mentioned to the American coach Dave Johnson 
that at least the last shot of my shooting career had been a 
10. At that point, another four years to the Beijing Olympics 
seemed pointless, seemed too tiring, seemed simply not worth 
the investment if this was going to happen. 

It was all over. As a shooter, I was finished. At twenty, I was 
ready to retire. 
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THE PARENT FACTOR 

11 my life, shooting has been a struggle. A contest with 
the self. Every 10 has been a battle, every performance 

has demanded that I look within for an answer. Just below my 
apparent calm there is tremendous conflict. To win you need 
an internal rage, a desperation, a hardness, and eventually I 
became a shooter who relished a fight. 

If my stability was imperfect on a given day, perhaps because 
my stance was awry, or my body not relaxed, then I'd fight 
it. Ten times I'd raise my gun to fire, ten times I would put it 
down, fighting to find the tranquil balance that shooters crave. 
I didn't quit and I need to thank somebody for that. 

My parents. 
Are champions born? I don't think so. It is a bunch of 

extraordinary people who make champions out of ordinary 
kids. Would Tiger Woods have been who he is without his 
father, Earl? I'm not sure. Great, yes, unique, who knows? 
Unquestionably, champions are born with something, like a 
sprinter's fast-twitch fibre, or champion swimmer Michael 
Phelps's long torso-short legs physique that seems fashioned 
by God for the purpose of cutting through water. 
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But that is not enough. 
Dreams require a team. And my Olympic and world 

championship golds arrived because my parents and a clutch 
of experts groomed a young boy to strive for excellence. 

I believe destiny makes the world spin the way it does. 
But I also believe that positive energy drives champions. 
Great athletes don't just exhale this positivity, they surround 
themselves with similar people. Not yes-men, but believers. 
When people buy into your cause, cheer your dream, it's like 
an armour-plating of sorts: you're not alone. When this cheering 
is fake, and I've smelled that, too, it stinks. In India we tend to 
limp along because our sports are shrouded in negativity. 

Every successive Olympics was presented as proof that 
something was wrong with us Indians—we were unable to 
win gold, we lacked the right strain to produce athletic heroes. 
We were seen as not strong enough, tough enough, disciplined 
enough. For athletes this can be disheartening, for winning is 
hard enough without the constant suspicion—from officials, 
forget the public—that eventually we will be proved incapable. 
Growing up, I faced this negativity. As the 1996 Olympics 
approached and I first understood, at age thirteen and from 
a distance, what an Olympic gold was, I found it was also 
portrayed as an unachievable dream. Eventually it took the 
collective intensity of my family and coaches to successfully 
unravel a puzzle that had perplexed Indian sports for over a 
hundred years: you have to stretch yourself to the limit and 
leave very little to chance. Only then does reward arrive. 

The foundation of my confidence came from my parents. I 
believed because they believed in me. After the Athens final, 
with my world collapsing, my mother, Babli, came to me and 
said: 'The best you could have done anyway was silver, but 
that's not your goal. Your destiny is to win a gold.' My mother 
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never quit on me. Never. She was my reassurance, my faith. 
She spent cold days of my youth in Germany, just getting me 
ready for the range, just waiting for me to come home, never 
wavering in her belief. How do you forget that? 

My mother, daughter of a man fond of shikar, was a fifth-
generation descendant of the legendary general Hari Singh 
Nalwa, the commander-in-chief of Maharaja Ranjit Singh's 
army. He once fought a lion armed with only a shield and a 
sword. My mother, single-handedly, took on slightly lesser 
foes—Indian sports officials—with as much bravery. 

My mother is a woman of many fine parts—she has a 
Master's degree in psychology and is an athlete of some merit. 
She played Softball, table tennis, hockey, basketball and was 
a part of the Panjab University's first women's cricket team. 
Dedication, determination, discipline—which Anil Kumble 
used to preach to schoolkids as the three Ds—were attributes 
she was familiar with. It's why the German coach Heinz 
Reinkemeier (Gaby's husband—they coach me as a duet) says, 
'She is a very special mama. She is tough.' 

My mother's fuelling of my dream, to let me chase sport 
and not a law degree, is perhaps rooted in her past. Having lost 
her mother at thirteen, she was desperate to be a doctor, but 
in more conservative times her father prevailed upon her to 
get married. She would not do that to me, she would let me 
go, not interrupt my dream but assist me in its pursuit. 

If she gives me emotional sustenance, my father, Apjit, 
gives me spirit. He is my hero, my role model. He has backed 
my dream unflinchingly with every fibre, every resource, 
every encouragement he possesses. He'd be knee-deep in 
business deals, confronted by problems, but shooting was never 
dismissed. I was travelling the world, and he was the man left 
with a list of things to do: coaches to speak to, equipment to 



35 A Sho t at H i s t o r y 

be bought, formalities to be completed about travelling with 
guns. He'd get his secretary to pester journalists with my 
results, he'd fax them news, results, quotes. He didn't just get 
it done, he did it with an enthusiasm that was inspiring. 

It may be tempting to believe that my father was living his 
dream through me. For many parents, children are the vehicles 
to sustain their unfinished dreams, as if there is some unfulfilled 
athlete, some disaffected dreamer, within them. It was not that 
simple in my case. My dad gave me the freedom to make the 
choice. Once he was convinced of my conviction, he backed 
me. In short, my dream became his dream. 

My father, a Sikh, was born on 4 June 1949 in Lucknow. 
My grandfather, Bir Singh, was an army officer and retired as 
a colonel. He had played hockey for the Services along with 
the legendary Dhyan Chand. My grandmother, Kartar Kaur, 
specialized in Punjabi spiritualism and eventually could recite 
the entire holy book, the Guru Granth Sahib. 

My father went to Yadavindra Public School in Patiala 
and attended the Punjab Agricultural University in Ludhiana 
and Panjab University in Chandigarh. His life altered with 
a scholarship to Denmark. He did his doctorate in animal 
sciences, became fluent in Danish, practised as a veterinarian 
and led a comfortable life. Then fate, not for the first time, 
interceded. 

In 1971, the then prime minister, Indira Gandhi, visited 
Denmark and my father was attached to her as an interpreter. 
Conscious of the brain drain from India, she told him that 
India needed young men like him. The work he did was work 
India needed. My father loved life there, but a more persuasive 
argument would arrive in the form of my grandmother. Loathe 
to travel anywhere, she bravely hopped on a Lufthansa flight 
and arrived only to find my father with cut hair disguised in a 
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badly-wrapped turban. She came to convince him it was time 
to come home. It was a mother's plea he could not refuse. 

Life was kind yet testing for my father, it knocked him down 
yet he always got back on his feet. His plan for a breeding 
programme in Dehra Dun using Danish cows ran into a sea 
of red tape and only a visit to Mrs Gandhi, and a phone call 
from her, could cut through it. Business boomed, only for foot 
and mouth disease to kill his entire herd. He bought and sold 
animals, diversified into food processing, and gradually found 
success again. But life never promised to be smooth. 

Mrs Gandhi was assassinated in 1984 and madness prevailed. 
Our home was attacked in Dehra Dun and a 300-strong mob 
tried to burn the house. On a terrifying day, where I was a two-
year-old in a farmhouse under seige, my father and grandfather 
had to fire in the air to disperse the crowd. Finally it moved 
away, but not before burning down our limestone factory. 

Eventually the family shifted to Punjab and my father 
became an industrialist. When problems arose, and they did, 
he was aggressive in finding solutions. If his lawyers said there 
was a 99 per cent chance of an idea failing, he would ask them 
to explore the remaining 1 per cent and find a way. Struggle 
was his style and eventually it became mine. 

Perhaps, in all this, there was a subliminal contest going on 
within me. A son's need to prove himself worthy of his father. 
Intriguing theory, but not convincing to me. But coach Heinz 
Reinkemeier was sure that this was one of my motors. He saw 
a distinct connection between my father's success and my need 
to emulate it. Except in a totally different field. As if I had no 
choice. As if I was prisoner to the pull of my DNA. 
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THE SMELL OF G U N OIL 

Iwas a fat boy, a normal gregarious kid, who wasn't keen on 
reading, hated physical activity and was ambivalent about 

playing sport. Physical training classes were akin to hard 
labour and I would find the flimsiest excuse to bunk them. 
The Doon School was my home briefly as a kid for a few 
years, but it didn't fit my personality. Let's just say I was a 
homesick mama's boy. Even though sport is one of the joyful 
escapes of boarding school, I wasn't intrigued. Watching, yes; 
playing, yes, but without any evident passion. I'd attended 
a cricket Test at Lord's in 1996 as a boy, watching Javagal 
Srinath send back Michael Atherton in the first over, but this 
sport did not call me as a participant. For a while I played 
golf with my father and hoofed around a football, but I gave 
up easily. Call it a lack of talent. 

My father, bless him, tried. Every day when I was in Doon 
School, he wrote me a letter. Every day, how's that for love? 
But his letters had one common theme: try sport, son. He 
had played sport as a boy, he'd seen the passion with which it 
was followed when living in Denmark, and he believed sport 
allowed a person to develop himself and stand out. Studies 
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were fine, but sport was a vehicle for recognition far beyond 
mere money. It offered, he believed, the highest glory. 

Dad tried. He pushed. It didn't work. 
And then I found something else. 
Guns. 
Like boys and fighter planes, these shining, smooth weapons 

had some mysterious, almost mystical, hold over me. Even 
now, like some familiar scent, I can remember the smell of 
gun oil from my childhood. My father had three weapons, a 
W.W. Greener shotgun, a .22 Czech Bruno rifle, and a Webley 
and Scott revolver. Once a month, I would sit, fascinated, as 
he dismantled them, sliding cleaning rods into the barrel and 
coating them with oil. When he went to the local gun shop 
in Dehra Dun to get one repaired, I went with him, and was 
astonished by the array of rifles before me. 

I was about ten when my father first allowed me to shoot. 
He held the shotgun, I pulled the trigger. Quick to sense my 
fascination, he gifted me air guns on my birthdays, like those 
old Daisy's which I could barely bend and collapse to feed 
pellets into. They're still stored in a lost corner of my house. 
My mother was nervous about a kid with an air gun popping 
away at cans and bottles, but I surrendered to this addiction. 
It calmed me, it reassured me, it was mine. Entire afternoons 
would drift by with me loading, aiming, firing, reloading, as 
if this was some routine that perfectly fitted my personality. 
The individuality and solitude of shooting, the reality that 
any success or failure rested entirely with me, was intriguing. I 
began to get a strange sensation, as though this was something 
I was meant to do. 

Like many kids, I was capable of acts of irresponsibility. In 
my case, it was persuading my maid and her daughter, Tulsi, to 
rest balloons and bottles on their head, while I shot at them. 



20 A Shot at H i s t o r y 

The maids were brave, I was foolish. Fortunately, 1 was also 
a good shot. When my mother found out about my sniper 
impersonations, there was hell to pay. Human targets were 
understandably banned, but shooting wasn't discouraged. 
Not even when her lawn became a carpet of broken bottles. 
The size of the bottles determined my progress: I started with 
beer bottles, advanced to cough-mixture bottles and peaked at 
ampoules, which my father religiously collected for me from 
a friend who was a doctor. 

How does anything start, a career build? Passion first, chance 
next? Rana Gurmit Sodhi, who later became Punjab's sports 
minister and was a strong supporter of athletes, was a family 
friend and a fine shooter. He saw me breaking those bottles 
one day and there it began. 

He sensed I had potential and suggested to my father that 
professional training could help me. So much of India is about 
knowing the right people, everyone has a friend of a friend who 
can help. My father needed a coach. Sodhi's friend, Lieutenant 
Colonel Jagir Singh Dhillon, was one. 

The colonel had been around guns all his life. He'd shot 
in the first national shooting championships in 1952 and had 
stopped only in 2004. He had shot at the Asian Games twice, 
in 1970 and 1978, and been a coach in 1982. And he had done 
one more thing. He'd shared a room with Milkha Singh. The 
colonel was then an aspiring shot-putter, his roommate a great 
runner under construction. 

Both men joined the army at the same time and the colonel 
eventually told me compelling stories of Milkha's devotion 
to his dream, stories that told me that even the runner's 
contemporaries were astonished by him. Milkha would parade 
up and down a hill in Secunderabad, where a masjid stood 
on top, with a backpack filled with 20 kilograms of sand to 
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strengthen his legs and lungs. Sometimes he trained under 
the moonlight, certain that it made more sense to prepare in 
cooler conditions. He had no real coach then, no lessons in 
technique, said the colonel, but he had a capacity for pain. The 
fact that I remember these stories even today is evidence of 
the influence they had on me. Greatness, I understood early, 
was a long, sweaty road. 

The problem was getting Dhillon to agree to coach me. 
Sodhi kept promising to set up a meeting but he was a busy 
man. But stubbornness was part of what defined me. So I took 
the initiative, sat at the computer and typed out this letter to 
the colonel. I was thirteen years old. 

Sir, 
By now Mr Rana Sodhi must have got in touch with you 
regarding coaching me for shooting. Sir, I am very interested in 
shooting but don't know how to go about it. I humbly request 
you to kindly coach me. I am prepared to work as hard as I 
can & make you feel proud of me one day. 

Please let me know the timings, fee, as soon as possible. I am 
ready to start working hard from tomorrow itself. 

Looking forward of being your student. 
With respectful regards, 
Abhinav Bindra 

Sodhi had, in fact, already spoken to Dhillon. But the 
colonel was unsure about me. 'Who is this boy,' he would say, 
'who is promising me already that one day I will be proud of 
him.' Was I too soft, would I buy the right equipment, could 
an Olympian be forged out of this thirteen-year-old? He 
thought, I waited. But the letter startled him. The clarity of 
what I wanted had an impact. I was ready, now so was Dhillon, 
and he sent word: 

Come. 
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I remember the day Sodhi took me there. I remember 
returning from school, skipping lunch, and going for the 
meeting, so full of apprehension and elation, like a boy before 
his first exam. I was immediately impressed with the colonel 
because he talked details. He asked me to come the next 
morning at 8 am. I was there at 7.45. It surprised him. 

He was an old school gent who thought the rich preferred 
not to sweat and those who sweated couldn't afford to shoot. 
My attitude altered his view. I love shooting and sweat, the 
challenge of hovering flies, the burn of the sun, the need to 
blank out one universe and get lost in another one. Cool rooms 
and carrom weren't my thing. Still aren't. 

We started with an Indian rifle with an open sight. It was 
a basic gun, with an 'I' in the front and the 'U' at the back for 
aiming. Then we went shopping for a better one, even if just 
a poor quality carbon-dioxide powered weapon. The rifle is 
everything, it has to fit the shooter, like a tennis racket or a golf 
club; it is about feel, balance, weight, comfort. The sportsman 
doesn't want to think about his equipment, he has to just 
believe in it, trust it, and so quality matters. 

I needed an air rifle, a junior model, and after perusing 
shooting magazines, the colonel recommended a gun 
manufactured by Beeman Precision. My mother's sister, Tina 
Chopra, who lived in Sussex, New Jersey, in America, bought 
it and handed it over to my father, who was travelling there. In 
those days bringing a rifle into India was cause for nervousness, 
but my father paid the requisite duty and ten days after 
ordering my gun, there it was. I still have a photo of me with 
it. Some days I look at it and smile. 

I trained every day with the colonel. No exceptions. He had 
a range built in his backyard, and under the shade of a friendly 
mango tree I chased greatness. We shot at old-fashioned paper 
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targets that had to be reeled in on a pulley system after every 
shot, the paper changed, and reeled back in place. A shooting 
jacket was ordered from Germany, a heavy, swollen tunic that 
helps stabilize the shooter, and in the 40-degree summer heat 
I wore it and shot. Bullet after bullet. Hour after hour. A table 
fan arrived one day and sat there like a sentinel, capable only 
of squeaking out hot air. I didn't care, I never complained, I 
only wanted to shoot. 

A transformation of a life was under way, an adventure 
commencing. The gun and I became everything, the rest of 
my existence stood still. Nothing mattered, not hanging out 
with buddies, not even cricket watching for a while, for which 
I had such affection. Shooting plays hell with friendship, it's 
too internal and obscure. If you're chasing a tennis career, 
pals might saunter across to watch you practice, rubbish your 
backhand, and discuss Serena's forehand. If you're an aspiring 
cricketer, buddies will accost you with their views on Sehwag's 
footwork and Dhoni's haircut. 

But who watches, and talks, bullets? Who's interested in our 
dressing-room talk and whether the posture is correct and if 
there is chatter in the brain? Loneliness became a price I had to 
pay, for shooting had become like an infection of the brain. Now 
I care. Nowadays this isolated, cocooned world of the shooter 
affects me. Now I search for company. Now I think my way was 
almost unreasonable and believe you shouldn't start shooting 
with such religiosity till your mid-teens. But for years I was too 
bloody-minded to care. Blind to everything but my dream. 

This sport now consumed me to the point where some 
people in school thought I was weird. Maybe I was, but maybe 
to win gold you need to be a little twisted. When the colonel 
said pick up the gun, I did. If he said, hold it for five minutes, 
I did. If sweat trickled down my face, I didn't move. 
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My schedule was immoveable. I returned from school at 
2 pra, had lunch and was in the colonel's house, 10 minutes 
away by 2.40 pm. Training continued till 5.30 pra, whereupon 
I returned home for schoolwork. On weekends I trained twice 
a day. And I was never late for practice. Never. The colonel 
estimated later that that I spent roughly 2000 hours under the 
mango tree. It is no longer there. 

I usually trained with the colonel, but occasionally in 
Chandigarh they had Sunday shooting at a poorly-maintained 
facility in Sector 25. It was next to a cremation ground, which 
is kind of appropriate, for on lonely days it had a deathly feel. 
But it was the first time, and first place, that I entered anything 
resembling a competition and just handing in that initial entry 
form was stirring. I saw my name printed in the newspapers 
and felt that frisson of excitement that comes with a first 
achievement, however minor. A. Bindra. It had begun. 
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NIRVANA IN THE SHADE 

boy needs teachers, an athlete needs early mentors, and 
I had two fine ones. One corrected my aim under a tree, 

the other checked my mathematical accuracy in the house. 
Colonel Dhillon could dismantle a shotgun blindfolded and 
tell you its make from sheer feel; Amit Bhattacharjee, if 
blindfolded, couldn't initially tell if he was holding a shotgun 
or my grandfather's walking stick. Either way, both offered me 
more than knowledge, they gave me a hand of confidence. 

To call Amit simply a 'teacher' would be an incomplete 
explanation. Eventually he became elder brother, ally, guide, 
sounding board, punching bag. He came to my house as a 
tutor and gradually became a believer in my mission. If I was 
feeling dejected, I went to Amit. He offered me positivity and 
a smile, immeasurable gifts for an athlete. 

Amit, then a part-time teacher who was preparing for his 
civil services examination, was the very answer to my mother's 
prayer. She pushed sport but she wouldn't let go of academics. 
Balance, she insisted, and Amit provided it. He was amusing 
but strict. Homework had to be done, but he listened as well, 



26 A Sho t at H i s t o r y 

intrigued by my enthusiasm, taken by my wilfulness when I 
said I would win national gold. 

My mother, an organized woman, had my day planned to 
the minute. No messing about. In a way, it was like living in a 
cage, no room for a boy to be silly and defiant. But Amit won 
my friendship by allowing me to express myself. At home, 
tuition was usually for an hour. For kids it's a lifetime. My 
response was to order a pizza, hoping it would cut into our 
study time. Amit was clever. He smiled, ate the pizza, and 
doubled my tuition time to two hours. 

One day, I wanted to drive his car, one of those alloy-
wheeled modified Maruti 800s. My parents were away the 
guards at the gate were convinced by a story of books to buy, 
and finally, I was in teenage heaven: behind the wheel of a 
Maruti 800. What I learnt that day wasn't driving, but that I 
had a friend willing to stretch himself for me. So he became 
my confidant and my first secret to him was a familiar athletic 
complaint: studies and sport were becoming impossible to 
balance. 

Amit responded. He spoke to my teachers at St Stephens 
School, helped get exams postponed, told them I had potential 
and that they would be proud of me one day My principal, 
Harold Carver, a decent man whose steadfast support I can 
never forget, responded; my vice-principal, victim of crank calls 
from me saying, in a growly voice, 'Don't disturb sportspeople,' 
did not. To him, it seemed, Indians in the sporting arena were 
a travesty, a waste of time. Again, Amit was my buffer. He 
helped me with homework and even faxed it to me during 
competitions. Every such act was quiet confirmation from him 
that what I dreamed could be done. 

As time went on, I was changing, and so was Amit. I dived 
into academia, he learnt guns and sport. Seriously. He watched 
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coaches, he inhaled their training methods. He ended up 
studying alternate medicine, sports psychology and sports 
management. He learnt meditation, different techniques of 
yoga and flexibility training. In short, he became a pillar of 
strength in my drive to achieve an Olympic medal. 

On my later travels, I sent him cards. One week we debated 
an Indian cricketing performance in Zimbabwe, the next I 
teased him about how he was preparing for my forthcoming 
exams. He took me sightseeing, trying to make me grow as 
a person, but he would not indulge every silliness. When I 
picked up a cigarette in the mid-2000s, he was appalled, but 
I was merely following the instructions of a fellow and fun-
loving shooter, whose advice pre-competitions was pithy: walk, 
massage, smoke. It just didn't work for me. 

Amit, my parents, my sister, friends, Colonel Dhillon, were 
my support troupe, a comfort to me when I competed through 
the years in foreign lands. Back home, believers matter. The 
athlete has down days—form flies, media bruises, equipment 
malfunctions, rivals improve. Sitting spent in yet another hotel 
room, the curtains dull, living on room service, the world can 
look bleak. But it's then that you can hear the cheering from 
a distance in your head and you remember you are not alone. 
You never forget. Like the day Amit handed me a note in 2006. 
On it he wrote: 'You will win gold in Beijing.' 

But in 1996, at thirteen, when I started with Colonel 
Dhillon, the Olympics was too big, too far, too out of reach. 
As a boy it was like a separate universe of the splendid, a 
distant planet of athletic perfection. I remember watching on 
TV the gifted Jaspal Rana at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, 
and the sad shabbiness of the ill-fitting Indian uniforms. My 
sister, Divya, swears I told her then, 'One day I will win a 
medal.' A boyhood boast, probably, for as I watched, the 
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Olympics unnerved me. Gold was then an absurdity. Just 
wearing an India blazer one day seemed fantastic enough. 
For now my dreams were small. Just being district champion 
meant the world. 

I had won the Ropar district event in February 1996, at 
thirteen. There were few shooters in the fray but no boy cares 
about such trivial numbers except the one that says 1 st place. 
My father, who was at the event and was asked to give away 
the prize, was thrilled. The colonel was satisfied. He was a 
committed teacher whose finest lesson to me was work ethic. 
If I loved practice, if I believed sweat was the finest polish 
in sport, he was the reason. It all began here, at this Ropar 
range, and never left me. Later in life I'd go the other way, 
I'd overtrain, become restless after dinner, and go back to 
the range. This perfectionism hurt me because I was always 
unsatisfied, yet it also helped me. 

Shooting had my attention, it triggered my intensity. Part 
of it was accidental. I wanted to prove to the colonel that 
being a rich kid didn't equate with sloth. Part of it was simple 
brilliance by the colonel. He tempted me with fame. Come 
first, he said, and I would earn a headline. Make a record and 
I'd get a picture in the paper. For a kid, this was an irresistible 
seduction. I was fascinated, hooked. My parents had given me 
everything. But fame I had to earn for myself. 

It worked for me then, but not later. Later, I understood 
that my journey was more complicated and that fame was 
shallow. Fame doesn't last, it cannot stand in comparison to 
the pursuit of excellence. I also wanted self-respect, and other 
people's respect and pride in what I had done (even if I hadn't 
won). After the Beijing gold, I was invited everywhere, to 
dance shows, to cooking shows, reality shows. Maybe I could 
have even lobbied for a bit-part in a Bollywood film. Bit-part, 
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Ok? But I shied away from it all. However, that was still to 
come. For now, at thirteen, at fourteen, fame was the incentive. 
Now getting an honorary badge for shooting a certain score in 
competition was a rush. Once, when the badge didn't come, I 
cried for a week and did what Indians do at least once in their 
lifetime: cursed the postal department. 

I was not by any stretch a natural shooter; I'm not that 
good, not such an innate artist. But I was not without some 
natural advantage. Admittedly, if you examined my genetic 
blueprint, one thing you wouldn't find is any athletic DNA. 
Coordinated movement wasn't my thing. My German 
coach, Heinz Reinkemeier's favourite story is of me and 
Valentina Turisini, the Italian Olympic silver medallist, 
playing badminton in his garden in a university town in 
Germany. 

A neighbour strolled by and inquisitively asked: 'Who are 
they?' 

Replied Heinz: 'They're Olympic champions.' 
The neighbour was stunned: 'I cannot believe it; I have 

never seen two such untalented movers.' 
Heinz, always up for a laugh, agreed, and threw in a line 

about us playing badminton like old-timers with hip disease. 
Very funny, Heinz. 

But if I don't have V.V.S. Laxman's hand-eye magic, or 
Leander Paes's instinctive athleticism, I do have one thing: 
fine motor control. You know those movies where the hero 
gently draws the detonator out of the bomb with 0.4 seconds 
left on the timer. I'd be good at that. 

Let me explain. My trigger is sensitive, it takes just 30 grams 
of pressure to set it off. Almost to the point where, if a platoon 
of arguing bees sat on it, it will fire. But I have enough control 
in my finger to pull it back 20 grams and then hold it, hold 
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THE AGE OF U N R E A S O N 

Doubt shadows the sportsman. Stalks him. Affects him. 

Doubt goes with me everywhere—to the arena, to the 
practice range, it's there when I awake and when I sleep. Doubt 
is my enemy because it unnerves me, makes me overthink, 
but it's also, in some weird way, my friend because it helps me 
become a sharper shooter. Everyone is trying to get to a place of 
reassuring calm, of certainty, where instructions and decisions 
flow between brain and hand and body without impediment. 
It's a fantasy, at least for me. It's a place I want to get to, but 
never quite reach. One day I doubt if I can trigger smoothly. I 
fix it. Next day, I doubt if I'm as stable as I should be. This is 
the pleasure and pain of what I do. 

Doubt comes in two parts. I doubt myself. People doubt 
me. That's life. But I learnt early that in India the doubters are 
many. Especially in the place where you don't expect to find 
them. Your own field. People who should push you, doubt you. 
It's frustrating but eventually there is only one way to use it. 
As fuel. That's what happened to me. 

Shooting fitted me, it's like my cheek was waiting for a 
barrel, my finger for a trigger, my eye for a sight. So, very 
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LEAVING M Y COMFORT Z O N E 

he young athlete knows nothing, and has no idea what he 
doesn't know. He has an unformed beauty, an unpolished 

talent. His ambition is raw, his dreams are huge, but he cannot 
get to greatness without information. On technique, routine, 
competition tricks, guns, training—he knows nothing about 
the nuances and subtleties of his craft. Not that the height 
of the heel of a shoe can matter. Not that different brands 
of pellets shoot differently. He doesn't even know about the 
rules. For years I shot without knowing them. Neither did 
many officials. 

It's why the shooter needs to beg, borrow, plead for a 
plane ticket and go out into the world. He needs to listen, 
watch, hear, learn by osmosis. He needs to get an education. 
Especially if he's from India. Because here expertise is hard 
to find and legends don't sit in local locker rooms. At least 
not in my time. 

I was lucky, no argument. Money helps, of course, but 
money doesn't make you a champion; something inside and 
indefinable does. I know that because I have seen so many 
Indian athletes held hostage to their circumstances. And 
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G U N N I N G FOR SYDNEY 

a) Ready... 

It is uncomplicated. You take your practice form. Fly 
to Europe. Stand next to a German or Norwegian or 

Dutchman, with a CV as long as your elbow, ten years and two 
Olympics older than you. Then see if you can shoot well. Can 
you replicate practice form in competition without shaking? 
It is the ultimate sporting examination. 

In India, we have a famous word for trips abroad: 
EXPOSURE. Everyone needs it. Even if your ranges are littered 
with talent at home, as India's are now, you need to taste 
different environments, light conditions, range backgrounds. 
Just waking up in a place of foreign voices and strange breakfasts 
can be unsettling. Your mind takes journeys it shouldn't. The 
more you travel, the less surprised you are. 

But in India this was a struggle. 
Travel! 
Exposure! 
Eyebrows rose as if you were asking for a free ticket to 

go shopping on Oxford Street. In 1998, when I was just 
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THE G R A M M A R OF GUNFIRE 

he shooter in front of his target is akin to an artist 
contemplating his canvas. At a stretch, on my good days, 

my work, a series of perfectly placed holes, forms a neat 
picture. Pointillists, especially, might approve. Shooting, for 
many folks, scarcely appears a colourful, imaginative pursuit. 
Guns, by colour usually, and by what they represent, own a 
grimness, a planet of black and white. But there is a similar 
sense of communion between the worlds of guns and art. 
Quietness is a virtue, stillness a quality, form is everything. 
Lost in contemplation before our different-sized pieces of 
paper, the world drifts into irrelevance. It is the most perfect 
of private spaces. 

Introduced to this artistic world by my parents, I am now, 
at twenty-nine, drawn to canvases, as both painter and watcher. 
On tours to Europe, I break the monotony of my technical 
world by drifting off to auctions of antiques and traipsing 
through museums and galleries. Some of it might come 
from my consultant coach Uwe Riesterer, who viewed my 
constant habitation of the range as akin to that of a caged tiger 
whose pacing eventually leads to paranoia. 'Have intellectual 
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BREAKTHROUGH A N D BATTLES 

Golf stars, some of them, have private jets. Nice. We 
shooters learn to meditate at airports. We're the guys 

with the pale faces from not enough sunlight accompanied 
by long, guitar-like cases. Alas, Antonio Banderas in Desperado 
we're not. We're also the guys always there at the airport nearly 
four hours before a flight. Show the gun to the airline, to 
security, to customs. Show papers, fill forms. Sigh a lot. Once, 
in the old days, my gun went through the X-Ray machine 
in Delhi without anyone realizing those bits of broken-up 
steel were a dismantled weapon. It did not fill my heart with 
confidence over security. 

The wiser you get as a shooter the less you want to travel 
with a team. It's painful. One gun to be examined at Chinese 
customs is painfully acceptable. But twenty! You sit in dank 
airport halls, exhausted, as serial numbers are matched to every 
gun for security reasons. In 2008 I had to spend nine hours 
at a police station in Nanjing airport before I was cleared. It 
doesn't end there either. After the airport comes only the 
promise of a long car ride ahead. Shooters never go to hotels. 
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A M E R I C A N HERO 

en I finished my fitness test, Uwe Riesterer, stocky 
nd scowling, looked down at me. 'My grandmother,' 

he grunted in typical fashion, 'could have done better.' 
Thank you, Uwe, was a first facetious thought. 
A second thought was: I need this guy. 
Sporting self-fulfilment is a lonely journey but it is 

not one made alone. You need nurturers, confidants, 
challengers. You need someone to lean on, talk to, be pushed 
by. You need teachers on technique and mentors to spark 
confidence. 

You just need someone to be yourself with some days, 
to pull down the competitive mask, to unveil your naked, 
shaking, unsure self before another human who won't judge 
you. Champions will produce moments of such sublime 
skill, so utterly and seemingly oblivious to pressure, that the 
temptation is to invest them with an otherworldly power. My 
God, they must be superhuman. But only when they weep 
at the trophy presentation, their insides revealed, that we are 
reassured: they are just human beings. So are seemingly robotic 
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THE CONFIDENCE G A M E 

Shooting is a cousin of archery, a relative of chess. We're 
the nerds of sports. In sports' caste system, we sit towards 

the unathletic bottom, in a sort of quiet exile from any 
celebrity. When people occasionally ask me my profession, 
my reply—my business is shooting—often ironically results 
in an instinctive connection with Bollywood. Perhaps they 
presume I am a light man. So now I introduce myself as a 
'sports shooter'.This has its rare sublime moments. A German, 
based in Australia, and I started a discussion on a plane about 
the Delhi Commonwealth Games. He asked my opinion, so 
I gently volunteered I was part of it. He mentioned he had 
travelled to the Sydney Games and I confessed I had been there, 
too. Whereupon he asked, well, what level do you shoot at? To 
which I replied, well, actually I won the last time in Beijing. 
One might say he was taken aback. But mostly we don't mind 
this anonymity, we understand. Our skills you can't always see 
and thus appreciate. But let me put it this way: Lionel Messi 
has great balance, but he should try what we do. Not move. 
He'll shake. I promise. 
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A GREEK TRAGEDY 

a) Athens—Ten Days Before 

he pain was cruel. I couldn't chew. I couldn't talk. 
It was ten days to go for the 2004 Athens Olympics 

and I suffered my first minor setback. 
A toothache. 
Uwe Riesterer scouted around and found me a dentist, 

but a problem arose. I was paranoid about taking the wrong 
medication before the Olympics because so many drugs figure 
in the anti-doping list. So I said no to painkillers. Antibiotics 
were inevitable, but they weaken you, just drain a little bit 
from your battery. My mouth had stitches and once the local 
anaesthetic wore off the pain was even sharper. To complete 
my agony, a throat infection set in. 

In the midst of this misery and growing panic, Uwe told me: 
'Listen boy, this is God's will. We can't help it. If you want to 
go for the Olympics, you go, otherwise, you can drop out and 
nobody will blame you. This is a situation that is beyond our 
control. I am sure everyone will understand.' 

I wasn't amused, but it brought clarity to my mind. You 
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C H A M P I O N OF THE WORLD 

My talent is an opinion, an idea; I am trying to translate it 
into an unarguable fact. Coaches praise me. My mother 

is insistent I am gifted. I value myself as a world-class shooter. 
But dazzling myself in a lonely backyard, with flower pots as 
spectators, is insufficient. Eventually, I require proof of capability 
in the public arena, under the lights, cameras watching, the 
world judging, the very best in the planet competing. 

I need it to convince you and satisfy me. As a sportsman, 
this is my job. 

I was familiar with success. I had won World Cup medals, 
set world records and won fifty to sixty international medals. 
It was a fine CV for a twenty-three-year-old, but lacked a 
champion's defining moment. I had been shooting for eleven 
years and it was time to marry talent with occasion. I needed 
something big, desperately; I needed a World Championship 
or Olympic gold because that is all people remember. 

Labels. 
The best shooter in the world. 
But 2006 did not commence like that, it did not appear to 

be the season of history-making I was chasing. Existential hurt 
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THE NEW SHOOTER 

a) Forgotten Man 

Sport, and this is its particular beauty and cruelty all at 
once, has no memory. Yesterday matters for it gives you 

confidence and yet yesterday is irrelevant. Athletes might 
say, 'I don't have to prove anything,' but it is bravado, often 
an irritation with the constant inquiry about their form and 
chances. Fact is, an athlete's life is an offering of proof. 

Proof that we can be as good as yesterday. Better than 
yesterday. Better than tomorrow's new man? I owned a 
reputation now, but reputation becomes many things. It 
becomes a standard for yourself, a means of intimidation yet 
also a provocation for an opponent. You want to beat your best 
score and everyone wants to beat you. And no one, especially 
officials, remembers the past. 

In 2007, quickly, a new hero emerged. That year, I had 
delayed my return to the circuit to March, skipping the World 
Cup in Fort Benning, but PT. Raghunath had emerged as a 
startling talent there. He shot a 595, three points better than 
Gagan Narang. At the World Cup in Sydney, Raghunath was 
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THE EMBRACE OF OBSESSION 

a) The Quest for Flawlessness 

bsession is the child of ambition; it is also born sometimes 
from the need for redemption. But obsession also arrives 

from the fact that flawlessness is possible in shooting. 
600 out of 600. Done. 
10.9. Done. 
10.9, ten times in a final. Not done. Improbable really, but 

theoretically possible. 
Flawlessness is a burden. In football, the flaw is allowed; 

of ten passes two may not be weighted exactly. In tennis, not 
every serve needs to dust the line. In shooting, flawlessness is 
measured, it is demanded; in shooting, inaccuracy is announced 
to you and the world over a loudspeaker half-a-second after 
your shot in a final. A 10.0 in a final is, in fact, a miss. 

This need to be flawless becomes like a disease, every piece 
of equipment, clothing, breathing, stance is nit-picked over, 
it all has to be precise to the point where flawless isn't just a 
score, it's a feeling. 

One week in Germany in 2004, I shot six consecutive, 
perfect 600s. Sixty shots into the bullseye. It is don't-mess-



17 

BEIJING^ MISSION POSSIBLE 

a) Leap of Faith 

Discovery arrives in the strangest places. On the afternoon of 
25 July 2008,1 knew I could win gold in Beijing. I knew this 
while standing alone, at the top of a 40-foot pole in Munich, 
harassed by the wind and assaulted by fear. I knew because I 
had taken a leap of faith. 

Shooters aren't usually found standing on poles. Blame it on 
Uwe and me. There's nothing weird we won't try. When I arrived 
in Munich, my technique had been polished by Gaby and Heinz. 
Yet preparation can never be enough, not with me. 

So Uwe asked: What do you want to do?' 
He understood the pressure that I was facing from back 

home as the Olympics approached. He also wanted me to 
understand that Olympic finals are won on technique yet 
also guts. 

Because Uwe had been a commando once, he suggested 
commando training a week before I left for Beijing. I jumped 
at it. The only way to handle fear is to confront it. Uwe had 
taken a Brunei prince for jungle training with the Gorkhas 
and into the Arctic region as part of his grooming as a shotgun 
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THE DAYS AFTER 

In a hotel in Bhopal, in a tidy room, on a neatly turned up 
bed, I finally fell apart. I just put my face in my hands and 

wept. My father gently left the room, it was the right and 
kind thing to do because I needed to be alone. I was swinging 
from euphoria to sadness. I was also overwhelmed, not so 
much by what I had done but by what I had become—even 
if temporarily—for people: this hero that I didn't recognize. 

I was the boy who shot at paper targets under a tree, the 
man who wore a clumsy jacket, the competitor behind those 
complicated eye-glasses. I was a shooter, but a hero? Having 
roads named after me in Bhopal? 

Coming home was intimidating, it was moving, new, 
amusing, exhilarating, draining, depressing. A shooter's solitary 
silent planet was turned on its head. For us, methodical, un-
Stetsoned cowboys of an indoor range, a handful of spectators 
is akin to a crowd. We're just about sexier than lawn bowls 
competitors and they might even argue that. We're nobodies 
with little experience of how to handle fame. Now there were 
people at the Olympic Village turning me into the centre of 
attention because my face was on the front page of the China 
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A N E W YEAR, A H A R D YEAR 

larity arrives in the strangest places. Mine finally came 
while sitting painfully cross-legged on a mat in a Haryana 

village. As befitting a shooter, my ten-day Vipassana meditation 
course in Rahaka Sohna was wrapped in silence, stillness and 
suffering. The food was vegetarian, the bed basic, misery my 
early friend for two days before I could find delight in a simple 
glass of cold water. On 40-degree nights, I slept with no fan for 
it only churned out a hot, sticky air. On calm days starting at 
4 am, I sat in halls and dark meditation cells and searched for 
equanimity. It was June 2010 and I was still confused. 

In November 2009, after an entire year of drifting and 
indecision since Beijing 2008, worn out and worried and 
distracted by my father's health, business issues, federation 
hiccups, my own ambivalence, I had finally returned to my 
art. Opened my range, unpacked the gun, returned the butt 
to the indentation it had made in my shoulder. I was shooting 
because of the most elemental of reasons: how do you walk 
away from a talent? How do you reject a skill? Especially since 
it is the only skill you know. 
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MR I N D I A N OFFICIAL: T H A N K S 
FOR N O T H I N G 

t any Games, I am conscious about who I am shooting 
for. Myself. My family. My coaches. My country. Who I 

am, an Indian, is written on my face, it's in the Indian Olympic 
Association emblem on my blazer pocket, it's in the three 
letters (IND) that stand next to my name. People who don't 
know me, will identify me simply as this: 'Oh, he's that Indian 
shooter.' I kind of like it. 

Shooting for India is both pleasure and privilege. But some 
people make it a pain. The irony of sport in our country is that 
officials don't assist, they hinder. Not all, but many. Ignorance 
is worn without embarrassment, incompetence continues 
almost without interruption. It is a failure to learn that sets us 
back, a chalta hai attitude that mocks the idea of any culture 
of excellence. Too many Indian personnel in my sport have no 
clue about shooting. No clue about the rules, the developments, 
the training, the sophistications. 

Champions have to be built. Talent found, skill sandpapered, 
techniques tuned, minds strengthened. It requires a detailed 


