Poachers and Gamekeepers Considered

Let’s talk about the game

It makes a change that the major talking point during the season was the way the game is now being played and not how it is umpired. There was general dissatisfaction across the board (but particularly in the high-goal) with the modern game, in which possession is more important than territorial advantage. This is now true of many sports but it has had a particularly damaging effect on polo. It has partly arisen from the imbalance in the handicap of players in a team so that the two better players – supposing they are both 10 goals – can raise their team aggregate to forty goals providing one or other keeps possession. 

Polo’s recent problem

I recently received a letter from Roy de Lisser enclosing an interesting and well-argued article by Steve Orthwein which appeared in the Players Edition of Polo. He states that, when he played with Gonzalo Tanoira in the 1970s, he was told “the ball is a hot potato, get rid of it as soon as you can.” Now, however, the instruction surely would be “slow down, don’t give up the possession of the ball.” He argues that the whole thing started to go pear-shaped when the rule was introduced which, in general terms, stated that a player may not ride into the shot of an opponent. Thus, the player with the ball has the advantage, particularly if he keeps the ball close. I can remember that the late Alec Harper said the same thing and particularly lamented the introduction of the rule which forbids you from riding down a backhand. But I doubt if we could ever put the clocks back. I can almost hear the howls of protest from the welfare boys at the very thought. 

Solutions?

One compromise, perhaps, would be to alter the emphasis and put more of the onus for fair and safe play on he who swings the stick rather than he who rides into the shot. Secondly, I would like to see the reintroduction of some sort of formula to limit the combined handicap of the two best players, particularly at the lower levels. Who really wants to play with (or, more tellingly, against) two five-goal players in an eight goal tournament? How often, one wonders, would the two minus-ones get to hit the ball and what sort of a game would it be? We had such a rule a few years ago but it was repealed through pressure from the pros: but what do we want? Surely everyone wants better polo.  

Do good players make good referees?

This is a hard question to answer as, surprisingly in sport, there are very few examples of the poacher turning gamekeeper. Peter Willey made the transition in cricket and, more recently, Alain Rolland, whose ‘calm and authoritive officiating’ was rewarded when he refereed the 2007 Rugby World Cup final. Strangely, no footballer comes to mind but steps are being taken to give some of the top players a second career. In polo we rely solely on players but, at the professional level, only Howard Hipwood made it to the top as a player. To be a successful umpire requires dedication, character and experience coupled with instruction and supervision. There is no short cut to the top and it is hard to juggle a career as an active player with umpiring. Perhaps that is why we are short of top players within the professional group. 

Recognition of a right decision

Fortunately, umpires do not always get it wrong, as was illustrated the other day when two teams were tied in the last chukka and the first bell had rung. The ball hit the boards but play was rightly allowed to continue until the second bell was rung, immediately followed by the whistle. Get ready for extra-time you might think but, no – a whistle was blown for a foul just before the bell and a goal was scored from the penalty to win the match. “Hey!” said the captain of the loosing team, “the bell signified the end of the chukka and so the penalty was awarded in error.” Wrong. Rule 16d confirms that the umpires were correct in allowing the penalty to stand.

