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A decade since M.C. Mary Kom put India on

the world boxing map, the nation seems to J— ‘
have found its new boxing stars. These girls < N\

e
from remote corners of the country are not “
only winning bouts, but also hearts

By Priyanka Sharma
Photographs courtesy of BFI

DONNING THE MANTLE

The crowd that watched
Ankushita’s triumph will probably
rememberit as the day they
witnessed the rise of India’s

next Mary Kom.






- HE FINAL VERDICT read 4-1. But even
before the bout, Ranjita Boro knew what
the outcome of the last fight of the 2017
ATBA Women’s Youth Boxing Champion-
ships in Guwahati would be. The mother
had faith in her 17-year-old daughter, An-
kushita. Much like Ranjita, the confidence could be felt in
the small crowd that included father Rakesh Kumar, who
travelled around 200 km from their ancestral village of
Meghai Jaroni in Sonitpur district of Assam to watch the
fight. For them, it was a big moment, an emotional one.

“Thank you, coach, I won because of your guidance. It
wasn’t an easy bout, I tried really hard. I was surprised
to see the crowd’s support... my family and friends have
also travelled from so far to support me. It is because of
my parents’ sacrifices and blessings that I have reached
here,” Ankushita said, with teary eyes and quivering voice,
before walking away with the award for the best boxer of
the tournament.

For the hosts, the Ankushita Boro vs. Ekaterina Dynnik
result in the 64kg category capped off the best show ever by
India at the youth worlds. Already the darling of the locals,
Ankushita became the toast of the na-
tion after winning the last gold up for
grabs—which made it five golds in five

finals for India, besides the two bronze rRaTer

medals won by Neha Yadav (+81kg) (57kg):

and Anupama (81kg). Nitu (48kg), Jyoti ShashiChopra

Gulia (51kg), Sakshi Choudhury (54kg) (Ind)btDo

and Shashi Chopra (57kg) had already ?‘Z:)g :l_g]nc

emerged winners in their respective

finals. India had one bronze medal from Light Fly

the previous edition of the event and (45-48kg):

had not won a gold since 2011. yﬁg”zgr:d)bt
The gold rush for India started Urakbayeva

with Nitu’s thrashing of Kazakhstan’s (Kaz)5-0
Zhazira Urakbayeva 5-0, before Gulia,
Choudhury and Chopra followed it up
with three back-to-back golds. There
was a long wait after that bout, with five
welter and heavyweight finals crammed in between. The
crowd saved its energy for the last bout of the day and as
Ankushita entered the ring, the noise at the Karmabir Nabin
Chandra Bordoloi Indoor Stadium reached a crescendo.

Up against one of the toughest boxers in the competition,
Ankushita had to produce her best. After all, the Russian
had tamed all with her power, speed and guile. The Assam
girl, who had been laid low by chicken pox just before the
tournament, however, was on a roll as she unleashed a
combination of punches, allowing no room for Dynnik to
make a comeback. With her silky-smooth footwork and
lightning punches, Ankushita peppered Dynnik’s body and
face. No prizes for guessing the judges’ decision.

While qualifying for next year’s Youth Olympics in Ar-
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gentina was a dream harboured by all these gitls, only Gulia (the only
one born after 1999) made the cut. While financial assistance followed
for all of them, it meant much more to Ankushita, who comes from
a family of farmers. Boxing Federation of India (BFI) president Ajay
Singh announced a cash prize of ¥2 lakh for each of the winners, while
Ankushita received around 320 lakh from various agencies of the state,
including its government.

“Not many people in our village know about the sport or have done
boxing. She started boxing in 2012, when one of her cousins, Brajen,
took her for trials at the Sports Authority of India (SAI) Centre in Gola-
ghat. In order to spend less money on travel, she stayed at the hostel. In
fact, due to our poor condition, we are staying at Ankushita’s maternal
grandparents’ home,” says Rakesh, who is a teacher on probation at the
Borbil M.E. School.

“She is the eldest of our three
daughters. As a kid, she was fond
of dancing and won several local
competitions. We always thought
she might become a professional
dancer, but I am happier that she
is winning medals for the country.
Now, her sister wants to follow in

STANDING TALL

The lanky Chopra (in blue)
and Nitu (below, left) were
rewarded for their quick
footwork throughout

the competition.




won an unprecedented fifth Asian
Boxing Championships gold medal in Vietnam, those that
hope to one day follow in her footsteps were making a
name for themselves at home. The girls’ brilliant run at
the Youth Women’s World Championships in Guwahati
impressed several in the fraternity, including India’s
elite men’s and women'’s high-performance director,
Santiago Nieva. The Argentine-origin Swede was all
praise for the new breed of boxers and believes they
possess all the qualities to succeed at the senior level
as well. Nieva, who coached the Swedish national youth
and elite teams for eight years, spoke to SI on the cur-
rent state of affairs, the future prospects and Mary
Kom. Excerpts:

SI: Your thoughts on the new crop of boxers and the future
of Indian boxing.

SANTIAGO NIEVA: With these kind of results where five
boxers are in the final with some brilliant performances,
it is a tremendous boost for Indian boxing. I believe we
can look forward to a bright future. These girls are well-
schooled which is very important for international suc-
cess. I am impressed by how they can throw very good

EXPECT A MEDAL
AT TOKYO 2020

combinations and follow up in high rhythm at youth level
bouts. This is very promising, because results are not
produced overnight. This is not a magic trick. We need
to have agood system and infrastructure not only at the
national level, but at all levels; states and provinces, and
work collectively. The Boxing Federation of India (BFI)
is doing a good job, the government is investing, I am
sure we will have a lot of good boxers in the near future.

SI: Which areas do you think our boxers need to improve upon?
SN: It’s a bit of everything. We need to focus on the
technical-tactical development of boxers. That can be
done through video analysis which is not used much in
India. That is a great tool we have introduced, along
with strength training where we are using more modern
methods rather than old school approaches. The next
step would be nutrition. For a high-performance sport,
the nutrition of boxers in Indiais not the best. We need to
educate coaches and boxers in this area, which can make
a difference and help them become stronger for competi-
tions. Indian boxing is highly influenced by the European
style,and I am trying to add some American style into it.
I want our boxers to go
for body punches, they
are a little too focussed
on head-hunting. They
need to work on close
range and body punches,
to add variation in their
technical arsenal.

SI: Your thoughts on
Mary Kom, who is still
going strong.

SN: She is very open-
minded and a brilliant
boxer with huge experi-
ence. Sheis giving great
performances with yet
another medal. But I
would still like to come
out with some inputs
on her positioning when
she’s in defensive and
offensive situations.

SI: What do you think of the Indian male boxers?

SN: Indiais generally stronger in lighter weight catego-
ries. In 49kg, we have two to three boxers who wouldn’t
surprise me if one of them becomes an Olympic medallist
in Tokyo. I am expecting a gold medal in one of the lighter
weight categories at the Commonwealth Games.
—Priyanka Sharma
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