
IMPHAL: Laishram Thadoi’s face is a picture
of concentration as she adjusts her helmet and
prepares to play in Manipur, the remote Indian
state regarded as the birthplace of modern
polo. The 35-year-old, who is soon wielding her
mallet and riding a pony at a full gallop, is
among a group of women players challenging
the rural region’s all-male traditions in the
sport. “If men can play polo why can’t we do it
too?” Thadoi, a member of the Linthoingambi
Kangjei Lup Polo Club said.

“We want female junior players to think like
this... We tell them ‘Don’t be scared, you will
also play like us’.” Manipur, in the foothills of
the Himalayas, has produced some of India’s
top athletes including champion boxer Mary
Kom. Even so, polo-which resembles horseback
field hockey, and whose Manipuri version,
“Sagol Kangjei”, is played with riders on in-
digenous ponies-is usually viewed as a male-
only sport in the state.

“It was a men’s game. It was a martial arts
form, it was warrior-like,” Manipur Horse Riding
and Polo Association president Hawaibam
Deleep Singh said. “It was very brutal and
rough-like practicing for a real war.” The game
dates back centuries in Manipur, where it first
came to the attention of British colonialists who
formalized it as polo and spread it around the
world. But by the late 1980s, few men were play-
ing it in insurgency-wracked Manipur and the

ponies-sacred in the state, and central to its cul-
ture and identity-were dwindling in numbers as
their habitat shrank due to urban development.

Fearing their beloved sport and ponies
would die out, Singh and others banded to-
gether to revive the game by attracting new
players. “The natural extension... was to start
with women,” Singh said. “We are working to
promote women’s polo and the government of
Manipur now sponsors a women’s polo tourna-
ment every year.”

‘Deep connection’    
The involvement of female players was inter-

twined with the survival of the ponies, which ex-
perts feared were on the brink of extinction. The
ponies were once worth next to nothing but as
more women started playing, demand rose and
their value increased. Singh said some of the
women have also become experts at caring for
the animals, and rescue them from accidents like
falling into construction pits and drains.

“Sometimes when we can’t save them they
die. It’s very sad, we cry,” said Khundongbam
Habe, who with her sister cares for more than 40
ponies. “You wouldn’t believe how much we love
the ponies. We live with them from morning till
night every day and they are like a part of us.
“We have this deep connection with them.” Polo
is a rich man’s game in other parts of the world
but in Manipur, it is integral to regional traditions

and is embraced by all levels of society.
The women’s involvement flies in the face of

the usual expectations in Manipur that they
should primarily be caregivers. Thadoi is a
mother of two and works as a PE teacher in the
state’s sports department, as do the Khundong-

bam sisters. Teammate Okram Ashalucky, 23,
who is an accountant, said her father initially did
not want her to pick up the sport, fearing she
would get hurt. “But still we are working hard
and playing with courage and belief that we will
play better than men,” she said. — AFP 
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IMPHAL: Thangmeiband Youth Polo Club players line up before their match against Linthoingambi
Kangjei Lup polo club during the 15th Women’s State Polo Tournament at the Mapal Kangjeibung
(Polo Ground) in Imphal. — AFP 

Indian women take reins in 
birthplace of modern polo

‘If men can play polo why can’t we do it too?’

Olympic swim champ, 
a rape survivor fights 
abuse in sport
NEW YORK: Three years after the trauma of being raped by a
stranger while jogging outside a university campus, American
swimmer Nancy Hogshead-Makar lit up the 1984 Olympic Games
in Los Angeles by winning three gold medals and a silver. Today,
the 57-year-old lawyer, mother and activist devotes her life to-
wards the fight for gender equality and the battle against sexual
abuse in sport. In an interview with AFP ahead of International
Women’s Day on March 8, Hogshead-Makar says she remains
“unrealistically optimistic” about her work and life in general.

“I guess you have to be in order to try to win in the Olympics
and try to address sexual abuse in sports,” Hogshead-Makar said.
“They’re pretty audacious goals.” The day before the interview,
Hogshead-Makar had been working until the early hours drafting
a letter to the US Congress about bipartisan legislation that calls
for tougher protections for amateur athletes against abuse by
coaches and employees.

Hogshead-Makar’s work ethic mirrors the dedication that
formed the cornerstone of her swimming career-from the age of
11, she would spend four hours a day churning the waters of her
training pool. “My winning formula was to compete,” Hogshead-
Makar said. “That’s how I was successful in life.” After retiring
from swimming, the Iowa native channeled her energy into helping
others. After becoming a lawyer, she focused on campaigning for
gender equality and combating sexual abuse in sport.

‘Profoundly broken’   
For decades, Hogshead-Makar did not talk publicly about the

traumatic events that occurred in the autumn of 1981 when she
was 19. While out jogging outside the campus of Duke University
in North Carolina, she was raped by a stranger. With help and
support from loved ones, friends and coaches, she rebuilt her life
but kept the attack private.

“I didn’t talk about it for 20 years because I would have started
to cry, as I healed from it,” Hogshead-Makar said.  Eventually, a
friend and mentor, the human rights activist Richard Lapchick,
suggested that talking about the attack could help. “He said, ‘You
really need to start talking about your own experience’,”
Hogshead-Makar said. “And he was right.”

She suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. “I felt pro-
foundly broken. I felt forsaken by God. I was scared all the time,”
she said. “I thought that I could overcome it by willing it away.”
Hogshead-Makar said she benefited from two things that many
sexual assault victims don’t receive. “Number one, everybody
around me believed that it happened,” she said. “Number two,
people believed in the depth of my emotional harm. Nobody told
me, ‘Just get over it’.”

Gender equity   
In her efforts to foster change in Olympic sports in the United

States, she’s drawing from her experience as an elite swimmer.
Hogshead-Makar believes that the nature of competitive swim-
ming fosters equality. “It’s no coincidence that some of the best
gender equity advocates come from the sport of swimming be-
cause we see equality,” she said. “I trained almost exclusively with
guys. I was accustomed to having things be fair. We swam lap-
for-lap and we lifted weight-for-weight.”

There have however been cases of questionable behavior. One of
Hogshead-Makar’s former coaches, Mitch Ivey, was suspended from
the sport for life in 2013 after evidence emerged of improper sexual
relationships with multiple swimmers he had coached. “The bound-
aries are just not well spelled out the way they are for counselors, re-
ligious leaders or lawyers or teachers,” says Hogshead-Makar, who
has founded the advocacy group Champion Women.— AFP 

Rapinoe praises US 
men in support for 
equality fight
ORLANDO: Megan Rapinoe thanked the US men’s national
team for showing solidarity in their fight for equal pay yes-
terday, adding she was “very confident” of a positive out-
come in the long-running dispute. The US women have been
fighting since 2016 for equality with their male counterparts
and are seeking backpay totaling nearly $67 million. On Feb-
ruary 12, the union representing the US men’s team issued a
statement in support of the women, accusing the United
States Soccer Federation (USSF) of engaging in a “false nar-
rative” as the legal battle rumbles on.

A group of 28 players from the US women’s national team
has filed a class-action gender discrimination lawsuit against
US Soccer with a trial expected to begin in May. Rapinoe,
who has been leading the demands for equality, said the US
women were grateful for the support from the US men. “It
was much appreciated,” Rapinoe told reporters ahead of the
USA’s SheBelieves Cup opener.

“(The men) have been a little light on statements before,
you need to be educated if you weigh in and it seems like
they took time to make the statement they wanted but I have
been saying for a long time that we all have to stand to-
gether. “They think they deserve more money too and they
said that. If they are being underpaid it’s likely we are being
underpaid too so it was a nice show of support and I look
forward to more solidarity between the two teams.” — AFP 


