Umpire’s Corner Issue 4 (May)

Wesley White’s Umpires’ Duties

Spectators and players quickly become frustrated and bored by a game in which the umpires are always blowing the whistle.  How often has it been said that the game was spoilt by the umpires?  It is the players who make the fouls but the umpires have the difficult task of interpreting them.  Should they only blow dangerous fouls?  Well, not quite. 

Rugged Encounters

I recently came across an article written by Humphrey Guinness in Horse and Hound in the late Seventies in which he wrote: ‘Polo was getting very rough in the USA in the late 1920’s and one year in Chicago when the East – West matches were being played there were some rugged encounters.  These were the games when Tommy Hitchcock and his Long Island boys took on the ‘cowboys’ – Cecil Smith, Rube Williams and Co – and there

wasn’t much quarter given or asked.

After one particular match I am told the casualties were one broken leg, one broken toe and two players left under tents in the middle of the ground snoring with concussion.  Needless to say this could not continue so the USPA sent for Wesley White.   
Wesley White’s Advice

Though he had never played, White was a marvellous umpire and for a decade or more he took charge of all the major matches in the US.

Having got to know White over the years I asked him one day how he saw the duties of an umpire at an important match.  He replied:

1
The umpire is a trustee - the custodian of the game.

2
As an umpire I want to see a good game as do the spectators and the players.

3
I let the game run as far as possible, but blow immediately anything dangerous.  However I do not blow on technical fouls that are not dangerous and do not give an advantage to either side.

4
The best team should win and if it doesn’t I search my conscience wondering if, through my umpiring, I may have tilted the game in any way.

White penalised dangerous fouls but also any foul which gave the advantage to one side and this is how it should be, and is, in all games which are not as potentially dangerous as polo.  Handling the ball or lying off-side in football is unlikely to lead to dangerous play but under their Rules it is a foul and therefore must be penalised.  Also anyone who has watched the free for all between teams from Chitral and Gilgit will see that it is possible to play polo without rules but the life expectancy of both players and horses is considerably reduced. In all things there is a balance.

Doing Your Best

If the players have fouled, they must be punished but whether they foul or not is their affair.  In these days of professional sport, umpiring is never easy but if you come off in the knowledge that you have done your best and not given an unfair advantage to either side then you can ride the criticism and take satisfaction from a job well done.

