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5000 to 1: Canadian Underdogs Take on the Cricketing World

When Canada takes to the pitch next week in its first Cricket World Cup appearance in almost a quarter century, Canada will be continuing a long-standing cricket tradition.  Unknown to most of the 1 billion television viewers around the world watching, Canada played the first ever international cricket test against the United States in 1844, setting up the longest rivalry in any sport. Canada won that match, but that was then and this is now, when Canada is being given impossible 5000 to 1 odds of winning the Cup.

By Wilson Lee

Pretoria, South Africa – A warehouse supervisor, high school teacher, graphic designer, entrepreneur and an accounting clerk make up part of Canada’s starting lineup in the Cricket World Cup. And when cricket’s biggest event gets underway today with opening ceremonies in Capetown, these unknown amateurs of humble origins will take on the glorified professional giants of the sport in an inspirational epic few thought possible. 

“Pinch me”, says Nicholas Degroot, as he slides smoothly into the back seat of a minivan and surveys the phalanx of menacing-looking motorcycle cops on their futuristic BMWs. 

“I’m thinking there’s a president somewhere in one of these cars,” he adds with a smile and a slow shake of his head. 

Only a few weeks ago, Canada’s 27-year-old vice-captain and middle-order batsman, was busy setting up a seafood exporting company on the Caribbean Island of Guyana, where he splits his time with Toronto. 

On this day, he and four other teammates along with their coach are being whisked under heavy police escort to a township primary school twenty minutes outside the capital Pretoria.

More than a hundred screaming students greet the team as their motorcade pulls into the dusty school grounds. They reach frantically for the small maple leaf flags being handed out by Canadian High Commission staffers, who arranged the clinic and equipment donation. Teachers, too, line up despite the unforgiving summer sun with cricket bats, team jerseys and markers extended for the Canadians to autograph.

“It makes me feel like a king because I’ve never had ten policemen surrounding me and escorting me. It’s really nice to be here especially with the kids. Even though we’re from Canada, they’re really eager to be with us,” says Sanjayan Thuraisingham, as he demonstrates to a chaotic group of students the bowling technique he uses as Canada’s opening bowler. 

After a two-hour batting and bowling clinic, the Canadians leave with one hundred more fans than when they first arrived to cheer their first Cricket World Cup appearance since their dismal showing 24 years ago in their last and only outing in 1979.

Fans, cricket analysts and even many of the players expect Canada to lose roundly in its first match against Bangladesh, another newcomer to international cricket.

In fact, bookies here in South Africa expect Canada to repeat 1979 and lose every game. Uncharitably, they’ve given the team 5000 to 1 odds of winning the tournament. 

But the team’s goal in South Africa isn’t to win the World Cup or even a single game, but as Coach Gus Logie puts it, “it’s to do their best.”

It’s a modest goal, especially in the hyper competitive world of big money sports, but then again, cricket has always been seen to be a gentleman’s game. However in coach Logies’ case, it’s not the dignified colonial air that imbues the game that’s the reason for his humble ambitions, it’s a hard case of the facts. 

“I think it’s a learning curve for them, it’s a development stage. And at the end of the day, they’re here to show that they can play the game. Nobody expects them to win the World Cup. I would not tell them they can win it. I think they know that,” says Logie, clearly aware of the challenge he took on when he was seconded from the West Indies Cricket Board to steer the rudderless team to a respectable showing at the World Cup, one of the biggest events on the international sports calendar.

The team’s journey to the holy grail of international cricket began in earnest in 1991, when they stunned the cricket world by beating Scotland at the ICC Trophy, a World Cup qualifying tournament held in Toronto. 

But every step of the journey since then has been a monumental challenge that has earnestly tested each team member’s love and passion for the game.

“We’ve just come out of six months of not playing any cricket.  We’ve just come out of minus 25 degrees. There’s a lack of funding and we haven’t been on many tours, so we have to be realistic, we can’t expect to come here and be world beaters.” says team captain Jo Harris, describing a litany of challenges that have dogged the team since it qualified.

One of the team’s biggest frustrations has been the lack of financial support from the Canadian Cricket Association, which failed miserably in its efforts to secure sponsors to help fund the team’s first World Cup appearance. 

The association managed only to pay players a miserly lump sum of two thousand dollars and a forty-dollars-per-day per diem, compared to the hundreds of thousands of dollars the average World Cup player is earning to compete here in South Africa.

Many of the Canadian players, some struggling with part time jobs and others who had to take unpaid leave from their day jobs, have had to dip deep into their pockets to make this dream come true. 

But despite the lack of support and the personal sacrifices, there is a surprising lack of bitterness among the players, only disappointment.

“There’s no bitterness. I’m grateful and thankful to be here and we’re just going to enjoy it. Maybe down the road we may pave the way for possible financial returns but for the moment I’m just going to enjoy it,” says Canada’s main bowler Barry Seebaran, who normally teaches English at Burnaby North High School in Vancouver.

The team’s acclimatization to the heat, humidity, altitude and expectations of cricket obsessed South Africa has been humbling. The team embarrassingly lost twice and won once against provincial South African teams in warm up matches.

Despite the poor showing and snide comparisons to the hapless but inspirational Jamaican bob-sled team that competed at the Calgary Winter Olympics, the Canadians are being enthusiastically welcomed back to the tournament by the cricketing world and especially South African cricket fans and analysts.

“Let me be blunt, Canada won’t win the cup and they probably won’t win a game, but it’s very important they’re here. It’s a way of giving up-and-coming teams exposure to international competition and to expand the game into the Americas, where the money and television viewers are,” says the Johannesburg Star’s cricket writer Stuart Hess.

It’s a sentiment shared by many South African cricket fans. “I feel a bit sorry for them,” says John Eales, who came out to join a sparse crowd of two hundred other curious fans to watch Canada play the provincial Northerns Titans in Centurion, a suburb of Pretoria. “They’re busy getting a bit of a hiding, but at least they’re getting exposed to good cricket. They’ll be back in a few years and better, no doubt,” he adds, wincing as Canada displays an apparent weakness in its fielding.

As the clear underdogs of the tournament - even more so than Namibia and Holland – the Canadians have endeared themselves to sympathetic fans, most who didn’t even realize Canada had a cricket team, let alone a World Cup team, until they arrived in South Africa. 

“I usually think of hockey when I think of Canada, but I was curious about them. Anyways, they’re great, they’re like us,” says Nazier Williams, who took a day off of work to watch Canada play a warm up game, remarking on the mix of Black, Indian and White players that make up the Canadian side.

In many ways the Canadian team is seen as a functional embodiment of both the ongoing transformation of South Africa to nonracialism and the multi-ethnic ideals of international cricket.

Over the past decade, the International Cricket Council has successfully overcome widely held perceptions of cricket as a colonial and White man’s game and expanded it into Africa by popularizing the sport among Blacks.

Increasingly, the council is now focusing its energies on raising the game’s profile in North America, first among expatriate communities then into the mainstream, a difficult if not impossible challenge, but one too potentially lucrative to forgo, says the ICC’s communications manager Mark Harrison.

The Canadian team is made up of five Canadian-born players, no less than five from the West Indies, and also includes players born in Sri Lanka and India, a veritable United Nations of cricket. 

But despite the prospects of playing against some of their former home teams such as the West Indies, Sri Lanka and India, all stars of the game and contenders for the World Cup against front runners South Africa and Australia, the Canadians are unabashedly patriotic.

“No, I don’t have any disappointments. I got the opportunity in Canada. I live there now.  It’s my country, I’m Canadian and I’m proud to be,” says opening batsman Ishwar Maraj, who used to dream of playing for the West Indies before migrating from Trinidad to Toronto seven years ago. 

And, adds bowler and batsman Abdool Samad, who was born in Guyana but now lives in Toronto, “It’s a dream come true. I never thought I’d play for Canada, but ever since I was a kid this is what I wanted to do, play cricket at the highest level. I love this game.”

