
American poloist J Watson Webb II  
bowed to just one man in his life,  
according to his grandson Sam. The man  
was His Majesty King George V, and the  
year was 1921, when America’s new ‘big  
four’ sailed to London to play on the 
hallowed turf of the old Hurlingham Polo 
Grounds, bound and determined to win  
the first Westchester International Cup  
since the Great War. 

It had been seven years since the great 
Leslie Cheape and the Brits shocked the 

Americans on their own soil and regained 
possession of the coveted Westchester Cup  
in 1914, ending the run of America’s famed 
‘big four’. It was at Hurlingham in 1909  
where the Americans had won their first 
International Cup, which began a three-
match hold on the coveted trophy. 

The scourge of war had ended such 
frivolities. ‘The editor of the volume on polo 
in the British Sports and Sportsmen series 
describes it thus,’ noted author Nigel À 
Brassard. ‘By the close of 1918, emerged an 
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England where the grim reaper had gathered 
with no sparing hand from the very flower  
of sportsmen.’

In June 1914, the British were in the States 
playing polo, and in August, the Great War 
broke out. Captain Cheape fell on the 
battlefield in 1916, as did a generation of 
young men, and British polo was torn asunder 
by the horror of war. The HPA even delayed 
the International Challenge for a year in 1920 
due to a lack of horses. All but one of the men 
who played in 1921 had seen action in the war. 

Opposite: The trophy is posed  
with the Star-Spangled Banner.  

This page: A programme from the 
day in June 1921 at the Hurlingham 

Club, with hand-written scores

The Westchester Cup matches returning  
to Britain marked the turning of a page  
and a harbinger of polo making a revival,  
in which pomp and circumstance were 
supplanting austerity and mourning.  

While on opposing sides, British and 
American polo players personified the  
ethos of gallant sportsmanship. And, though 
pride and competitive spirit were always at 
the fore, these men were gentleman in the 
truest sense of the word; virtue and victory 
held equal import. 

Before Britain’s erstwhile victory, in  
a gesture that epitomised the camaraderie 
that existed between the two sides, when the 
late Captain Cheape broke his nose, the 1914 
match had been postponed at the Americans’ 
request. This kind of spirit would again be 
prominent in 1921.

‘The first and foremost point to be  
stored in our memories in connection with  
the 1914 International matches is the good 
sportsmanship of the Americans,’ wrote  
British umpire Keith Markham in Polo Monthly.  
‘I trust they know by now how their action  
is appreciated and lauded by all the English.’ 

Now, the back of the greatest back of all time 
put America’s chances in peril. American 
team captain, and legendary back Devereux 
Milburn – the lone holdover from the famed 
‘big four’ along with HP Whitney and  
the Waterbury brothers who won the last 
International at Hurlingham – had 
succumbed to a back injury. Arriving just days 
before the match, Milburn said he was ‘not 
confident but hopeful [he] could play’. 

The British four, recalling the grace of  
the Americans that typified polo of the era, 
offered to postpone the match, but it went on 
as scheduled. When the procession of ponies 
cantered onto the pitch, Milburn was in the 
saddle, joined by Webb, Louis Stoddard and 
wunderkind Tommy Hitchcock, determined 
to avenge their loss. 

Though resolute, ‘the sportsmanship 
shown by the Americans in readily assenting 
to [English WWI veteran Beauvoir De Lisle’s] 
selection as the arbiter of the contests has 
evoked the warmest approval of the British 
public,’ noted the Associated Press (AP). 
Again, good will and competitive spirit  
were in harmony. 

Webb for one, a dogged competitor, took  
the match as the most important of his life. 
The Vanderbilt heir arrived three months 
early with his family in tow and rented  
an estate complete with lawn tennis and  
a polo field, just to acclimate him and his 
treasured ponies to the slower British fields. 
He practised daily. 

Britain still boasted three members from 
the 1914 team: 10-goaler and team captain 
Vivian Lockett, Frederick Barrett, who played 
at nine goals, and Henry Archdale Tomkinson, 
an eight-goaler. Lord Wodehouse, a 10-goal 
player who, along with Major Barrett and 
Lockett won the gold medal at the 1920 
Olympics, replaced the fallen captain Cheape. 

The Hurlingham Club spared no  
expense to ensure the splendour of the affair. 
The Americans were made honorary members 
of Buck’s Club and treated to a luncheon with 
the King. Unfortunately, the hobbled Milburn 
could not attend. Hurlingham even built  
extra grandstands and played host to another 
luncheon for 1,200 and a tea for 5,000.  
Majesty and splendour were making a return 
via the Game of Kings.  
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Above: The American ponies are paraded 
ahead of the match. Right: A selection of 

photographs taken in 1921 of the stable 
and players at Hurlingham Polo Club 
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‘Three o’clock had struck,’ said The New York 
Times, ‘and the Guards Band moving as one 
man marched to the centre of the ground,  
and whirling round, faced the royal box. The 
shrill cheer of the children sounded from  
the road outside and the royal procession 
arrived… as the Royal Standard was hoisted 
and the bands played British and American 
national anthems while the spectators  
stood. Both teams were presented to the  
King and Queen.’ 

Hurlingham was awash with royalty and 
the social elite. The next two British monarchs 
were in the royal box, the Prince of Wales and 
Duke of York, joined by polo aficionado King 
Alfonso of Spain, Queen Mother Alexandra 
and dignitaries including Winston and Mrs 
Churchill. The American ambassador was 
their guest. It was a sight to behold. 

Two Union Jacks and two Star-Spangled 
Banners danced in the wind as the band, 
dressed to the nines in the pre-war uniforms, 
sent the crowd aroar. The first chukka had  
yet to commence, but triumph was in the air 
at Hurlingham. 

The match was one of the great 
internationals in history. The play was frantic 
– the Americans dictated the pace, using 
speed to outgun the Brits’ more genteel style  
of play. With Milburn far from peak form, 
Webb played the best game of his life. He  
was the best player on the field that day by  
all accounts, stymying the great tactician  
Lord Wodehouse at every turn and led the 
American attack with five goals. 

In a cartoon, the Daily Mail quipped: 
‘Webb, the American giant who scored  
five goals and accidentally started the  
Cup rocking on our sideboard.’

This also marked the debut of the great 
Hitchcock, who was playing in his first 
international and had returned to Europe  
on the polo pitch after leaving school at 17 to 
fly with the famed Lafayette Escadrille during 
the war. Riding number two, he scored four 
times, marking the beginning of possibly the 
greatest run of high-goal polo ever.  

Said Pulitzer’s New York World European 
edition after the first match: ‘Eleven to Four. 
This tells the tale. Before one of the most 
distinguished galleries that ever witnessed  
a sporting event, the Americans made 
sporting history… before two kings and two 

queens and about a dozen princes and 
princesses and all the world’s great  
horseman raised the Star-Spangled Banner  
in the greatest triumph polo has ever seen.’

The second match was closer, but Britain 
never held a lead. The States jumped out  
to a 2-0 lead after the first chukka. Despite  
a valiant effort by the British to get within 
one goal, Watson, Webb and Hitchcock  
scored goals in the final chukka to put  
the match away. This time Stoddard,  
the future USPA president who was on the 
last winning team with Milburn in 1913, led 
the way with four goals while playing in his 
last international, with Webb adding three. 

The Americans had captured the coveted 
Westchester Cup. 

The 1921 International Cup Challenge 
ushered in another golden age of polo  
on both sides of the pond, with matches 
routinely drawing upwards of 30,000  
fans. Lord Wodehouse, who wrote the 
foreword to the Earl Mountbatten’s book,  
Introduction to Polo, was tasked with trying  
to form a foursome who could compete  
with the American four. Though the British 
were noble adversaries, America would  
hold onto the illustrious Westchester Trophy 
until the tradition of the International Cup 
Challenge fell victim to another world war 

and the Hurlingham Polo Grounds entered 
the archives of history. 

The two teams would play only one more 
time at Hurlingham, in 1936. It would be over 
a half-century before Britons would know the 
glory of an International Cup victory against 
the States on British soil. ‘Winning the Cup  
in 1921 was the highlight of his career,’ said 
Webb’s grandson Sam. 

When Lt Col. Webb, who fought with  
the 311th field artillery at the Western Front, 
arrived in Britain, he made sure to make  
a detour to France, and show his 11-year-old 
son the newly discovered Trench of the 
Bayonets at Verdun, since memorialised as  
a monument to the sacrifice of the Great War. 

Though he was now at Buckingham Palace 
with his teammates, bowing before the  
King as the Westchester Cup Trophy was 
presented, the indomitable Webb wasn’t 
about to forget where he had been. 
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