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The Ballet

of  Violence
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online travel portal Cleartrip, the Gymkhana isn’t 
too far from being a spiritual home. The rules 
of engagement he learnt in this rugby field have 
served him well since 1997, when he came to India. 

The whistle blows. The scrum breaks. Bodies collide. 
The strong men grunt, dig their heels into the soft ground 
and thrust their shoulders forward. Muscle meets muscle.

Each team tries to retain possession of the oval-
shaped ball. Crighton’s azure eyes are set on the 
H-shaped goal post on the other side. His oppo-
nents scramble to push him back to the other side. 

The game is on in Mumbai most days, come rain 
or wind. And the grass better be bloodier on the 
other side. It’s an occupational hazard in rugby.

English humorist PG Wodehouse described rugby thus: 
“I know the main scheme is to work the ball down the 
field somehow and deposit it over the line at the other 
end. And in order to squelch this programme, each 
side is allowed to put in a certain amount of assault and 
battery and do things to its fellow man which, if done 
elsewhere, would result in 14 days without the option, 
coupled with some strong remarks from the Bench.”

In the violent spirit that Wodehouse observed in 
1930, Crighton carries two badges of honour: a frac-
tured wrist (“which doesn’t allow me to do press-ups”) 
and a torn tendon in the knee that needed an opera-
tion. But what has made the sport worthwhile is the 

warmth and camaraderie among teammates—even,  
unexpectedly, from opponents after a match. It is a 
brutal opportunity for some enduring partnerships.

One such run-in on the rugby field in 1997 led to 
Crighton meeting Matthew Spacie, with whom he found-
ed Cleartrip in 2004. The friendship started with a beer 
after a game of rugby. The game itself has endeared 
itself to the Briton of Indian origin since his days in 
boarding school.

The Game And The Business
It seems a touch apt, all this: Rugby and the $15-billion 
aviation business in India. Among the businesses to have 
truly erupted right before middle-class India’s eyes, few 
are more saturated than the aviation eco-system. There 
was never a dearth of travel agencies seeking to possess 
their own share of the limited pie of air travellers. It is 
a crowd out there. While the share of the airline-book-
ing business is limited online to about 30% of overall 
business, the number of travel portals certainly isn’t. 
Crighton’s organisation falls in a league spearheaded by 
Makemytrip.com, where it has to compete neck-to-neck 
with Yatra and Travelguru, for less than 1% of the over-
all airline-bookings pie. Understandably, the scrum has 
moved towards non-aviation business in recent times, 
such as train bookings and hotel reservations.

Back on the rugby field, Crighton stands as the last 

It’s a rainy July evening and Stuart Crighton and a bunch of his mates are 
standing in a scrum on the wet, lush rugby field at clubhouse Bombay 
Gymkhana. The scrum is a tunnel-like formation made by players of each 
side by huddling together moments before the game begins. Crighton’s 
home is in Devon, United Kingdom but for the founder and CEO of

Rugby is brutal. But STuART CRiGhTon, CEo of online ticket portal Cleartrip, 
discovered the importance of team-building and camaraderie in this rough 
game. KunAl n TAlGERi caught up with the Briton of indian origin in his favourite 
position, as a fullback, tackling his opponents and occasionally hurtling towards 
their touch lines with the oval-shaped ball. 


