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Reflections - the British game considered
Looking back to take the game forward.

The high-goal season has come and gone in a flash and most of the captains and kings have departed. It is therefore a time to reflect and assess. It is generally agreed that the polo played in the high-goal has been better this year than last, partly due to the introduction of the ‘one-tap’ rule to embrace the whole team.

There have been the usual crop of injuries to players, fortunately none too serious, but their effect has been minimalised by easing up on the rules for substitution – some might say we have gone too far. Following the mess that was the 2007 Gold Cup final, substitutes were made available for all this year’s high-profile matches but, happily, none were called upon.

There were few problems with the umpiring and it must be said that the professional group now is worthy of its name. It was of considerable benefit to have Steve Lane as an independent assessor who shot from the hip. He is, as I described last month, the chief umpire instructor for the USPA and his main criticism of our system was the lack of consistency across the group, which seems to be inherent since so many of our umpires still play and are living miles apart. There has, however, been a trend for the more serious members of the group to taper off their playing career and they have been rewarded with the most important games. Steve is very hot on positioning and felt that there should have been more flexibility between the two umpires. One must float in behind the play, the other to be parallel. Guard against the unnecessary whistle, particularly if you are the parallel umpire. You need to have faith in your partner.

A splendid summer spectacle – by accident or by design?

Those of us who were fortunate to watch the Cartier International agreed that it was a most enjoyable match and it was even said by some to be the best ever. Credit for this must go firstly to the players, who played open passing polo with a good deal of old fashioned riding off, secondly to the umpires, who let the game flow (they were helped in this by there being remarkably few fouls) and, lastly, to the Guards Polo Club, who produced their best ever ground.

Nevertheless, the international committee’s decision to use two umpires and a third man who were outside the professional group must be questioned and certainly their performance should not be taken as a role model as one senior steward suggested. It is clear from the DVD, as indeed it was apparent from watching the match, that their positioning was poor so that they were frequently parallel and caught on the wrong side of play. The throw-ins were, for the most part, chaotic and a goal was allowed that arguably should not have been. One wonders if the Football Association would turn to a player to referee the FA Cup Final. One suspects not.

Refereeing review required?

As I referred to in this column in the July issue of Polo Times, many of us in the umpire group have been engaged in discussion about the duties of the referee (or the ‘third man’ as he is known in some parts of the world). As stated previously, the referee has an important role and must concentrate throughout the match. There will, however, be occasions in which he is unable to say whether a player has fouled or not and, in this event, he must rule ‘no foul’.

Following on from this, an occasion arose recently when the whistle was blown by one umpire against the attacking side as the ball was going through the goal. The other umpire disagreed and so the decision was referred to the referee. The referee was unsighted so could not make an informed judgment and hence ruled ‘no foul’. Thus, the goal stood (rule 20c). In this case, you could argue that a throw-in would have been fairer but the rule, as written, does not allow for it.

On a similar tack, Steve argued that our rule which prevents the umpires from consulting the referee in the case of a disputed goal (an ambiguous curling ‘banana job’ for example) takes the official out of the equation when he might be able to make an informed judgment. He certainly should be able to do so if the first sound of the bell to signal the end of a chukka almost coincides with the flight of the ball going through the goal as happened in the Coronation Cup this July. Should the speed of sound be taken into account? Perhaps we should take scientific advice and, in any case, have another look at the rule.

Knowledge is power

It is encouraging that many more players are coming forward to take the rules test. This is due to the stipulation that a player graded S cannot play at a club other than his own unless he has passed the test and been recommended by his club to be graded -2.

Foul for thought

Finally, to answer last month’s conundrum, a team may start with three players providing it still falls within the handicap limits of the tournament (rule 2k).

And, for this month, answer me this: You are the umpire and a player on the blue team takes an unnecessarily long time to take a hit-in which allows a teammate to change ponies. What should you do?

