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Two weeks before the match date, Margaret Curtis 
wrote to Herbert Ramsay, now agreeing that ‘it would 
be better to wait to give the cup and to say anything 
to the press’. She added that she had hoped to attend, 

‘but the charity meeting that I was combining it with has been 
called off – so it made it seem a rather expensive luxury. I think 
we have a real chance to win.’1

Glenna Collett wrote an article for The American Golfer 
before the matches, paying respect to the opposition by stat-
ing that ‘nothing is to be taken in advance as indicating an 
easy match’, adding, ‘we can’t figure anybody on our team a 
reasonably sure winner in advance’. She believed this was the 
‘strongest delegation we have ever sent over’, asserting that 
‘except for myself, all members of the team were rather active 
in a competitive way during the winter season just ended’. She 
reminded readers that weather would also play a role: 

In one of my former visits to play in their championship, I 
experienced conditions such as I had never played in before. 
A cold rain fell all through my round, and the wind blew in 
gales, and the golf I played was something to be forgotten.2

After a few days of sightseeing, the team arrived five days before 
the matches, and commenced practice, including at the host 
club, Wentworth, a parkland course twenty miles from London. 
Golf Monthly described Wentworth as:

the only club in Britain which approaches the American ideal 
of a country club. … Undulating pleasantly but not steeply, 
the soil is light, turf fine, and the bunkers, full of white sand, 
are on a grand scale, very big and menacing. 

From the men’s tees, which the women were expected to use, it 
played some 6,113 yards.3

One member of the US team was fortunate to even be there. 
Virginia Van Wie had been staying with Helen Hicks and work-
ing with well-known teacher Ernest Jones in New York, and the 
two had dinner with Lincoln Werden of The New York Times 
the evening they were to leave. It was then that Van Wie realized 
she had left her golf shoes at the Women’s National Golf and 
Tennis Club, where Jones was the professional. Werden offered 
to drive her back to the Club to fetch them, while Hicks made 
her way to the ship and told the captain her partner was en 
route. As one reporter described it, ‘A wild ride followed and it 
was only Werden’s ability as a driver that finally got them to the 
Berengaria just as it was about to cast off ’. Van Wie would recall 

nearly 60 years later, ‘So, needless to say, I was very happy to get 
there. But it was touch and go for a while’.4

Hicks, the reigning US Women’s Amateur champion, 
reported for The New York Times on her experiences as a 
member of the team. Bernard Darwin noted that some news-
paperman called her ‘Hard Hitting Helen’, given her length off 
the tee, ‘but it is a fine easy swing quite without any appearance 
of forcing’. She wrote that when the players began practising at 
Sandy Lodge, a course northwest of London designed by Harry 
Vardon, some ‘were still afflicted with sea legs’ after the ocean 
voyage. ‘Our captain, Marion Hollins, is a good psychologist, 
and she thought it was best for us to get warmed up a bit on 
other courses before trying Wentworth’. The team felt it had a 
‘very good chance of walking away with victory’.

Hicks noted that the long game of all the US players was 
‘working very nicely, but the short game of pitching around 
the green is still difficult’, due to their use of ‘a niblick to soft 
greens, and the necessity in this country of playing to hard 
greens with the pitch and run we seldom use’.5

CB Macfarlane, one of Great Britain’s leading golf writers, 
claimed that Glenna Collett Vare had ‘lost none of her splendid 
length since she has taken to steel [shafted] clubs’. He described 
Helen Hicks as ‘one of those happy golfers who laughs when 
she makes a mistake’ and considered Virginia Van Wie and 
Maureen Orcutt ‘a fine pair of golfers with grand swings which 
look as though they could never go wrong’. The team as a whole 
looked to him ‘as composed of trained athletes and the players 
did not pursue the ball in any leisurely fashion’.6

Other members of the British press expressed concern 
with their side’s preparation. The Manchester Guardian wrote 
the day of the event, ‘it will not be surprising if the result is a 
British defeat. The Ladies’ Golf Union have given their team an 
international character by including two Scottish players, but 
beyond that they have done little to ensure victory’. 

The players, the article noted, had no idea who their 
partners would be earlier in the week, and ‘instead of being 
asked to make themselves familiar with whatever peculiarities 
Wentworth possesses, they have been told only that the match 
will be played today’. The US team, conversely, had arrived 
early and had ample time to prepare so as to get ‘accustomed to 
English weather and turf, and to acquire as much of the team 
spirit as is possible in golf ’.7

Lyle Slovick
concludes his account of the very first Curtis Cup match

The Curtis Cup: Part 3
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The match
Saturday the 21st of May was a less than delightful day for 
golf, with grey clouds spitting rain for most of the day. At 10 
am, an estimated 10,000 paying spectators watched the first 
match go off. Joyce Wethered partnered with Wanda Morgan 
against Glenna Collett Vare and Opal Hill. The tempo was set 
when Hill hit a ‘long, straight, clean shot down the first fairway 
before one of the greatest and most enthusiastic crowds ever 
assembled at an English golf course’. Morgan followed with 
a nervous drive, scattering the gallery with her errant shot. 
The British pair had a ‘terrible time on the greens’, recalled 
Maureen Orcutt, with Morgan ‘constantly leaving Joyce four 
and five feet from the hole and Joyce not able to hole the short 
putts’.8

Orcutt remembered Wethered as being long off the tee and 
usually a great putter. ‘She had a very methodical swing, and it 
was beautiful to watch. … She was the cream of the crop at the 
time. Glenna was our best and she was their best.’ Vare and Hill 
were able to squeak out a 1 up victory, despite also being off 
their games. Helen Hicks noted that ‘both recovered brilliantly 
from repeated difficulties. Although they were three down at 

one time today, they overtook their opponents at the very last 
moment by refusing to admit themselves beaten’.9 Orcutt and 
Leona Cheney also won their match 1 up over Doris Park and 
Molly Gourlay.  

Hicks reported that ‘Miss Van Wie and I were even fours 
when the match ended on the seventeenth green’, as they 
defeated Enid Wilson and Mrs JB Watson 2/1. Bernard Darwin 
wrote that the ‘feature of the foursomes play in the morning (it 
cost Britain the match) was the fact that for once in her life 
the impeccable Miss Wethered had an attack of nerves on the 
green[s] and played but ill’.10

Hicks described the afternoon’s play as ‘marred by a steady 
downpour of rain, which favored the English players, who are 
more accustomed to wet play than we’. Wethered defeated Vare 
decisively 6/4, and according to Hicks, ‘played as good golf as 
she ever played in her life’. Darwin reported that the match 
was a disappointment, and ‘lacked nearly all the thrills of their 
historic duel at St Andrews’ three years earlier in the Ladies’ 
British Amateur, as Vare could win only a single hole against 
her opponent.  

Opal Hill and Glenna Collett Vare against Joyce Wethered and Wanda Morgan, in the opening foursomes match
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The match between Hicks and Wilson was a tight one, with 
neither player having more than a single hole advantage until 
the end. ‘The rain just poured down’, wrote Hicks, ‘and carting 
an umbrella did not help any’. After holing a fifteen-footer on 
the Sixteenth to remain just one down, Hicks missed a four-
foot putt on the Seventeenth to lose 2/1.11

Virginia Van Wie was three down after eight holes to 
Wanda Morgan, but roared back to win 2/1, ending it with 
a 35-foot birdie putt at the Seventeenth. In the remaining 
matches, Diana Fishwick beat Maureen Orcutt 4/3, Molly 
Gourlay and Opal Hill halved (when Hill left a winning putt 
on the lip of the cup), and Leona Cheney beat Elsie Corlett 4/3. 
With her two points won, Cheney ‘did very much to contribute 
to the America victory’, noted Canadian Golfer. In the end, as 
WF Leysmith wrote in The New York Times, ‘Cool heads and 
steady nerves in crisis after crisis’ gave the United States a 5½ 
points to 3½ points victory over Great Britain and Ireland.12

Retrospection
Bernard Darwin believed that if the match could be played 
again, the British side would have performed better in the 
foursomes, ‘because they could hardly collapse so badly twice 
in succession. It was a bad collapse, no doubt of that, and I have 

not seen such gloom and consternation in a British crowd since 
eight and twenty years ago when Mr Walter Travis was steadily 
and surprisingly putting his way to victory at Sandwich’ [in the 
British Amateur]. 

Enid Wilson gave her own typically honest assessment of 
the defeat in the June issue of Golf Monthly:

The trouble was that we were too cocksure and took it 
for granted we could win without much difficulty. The 
Americans, with their usual thoroughness, worked together 
as a team, and left no stone unturned. The result, let us hope, 
will have the effect of making us realise that we cannot treat 
international golf lightly, and we must pull ourselves together 
if we wish to resist the challenge from overseas.13

Wilson never forgot the disappointment, saying in 1991 that 
‘the LGU’s complete lack of organization … was inexplicable. 
We were thrilled to have Joyce Wethered as our captain and 
leader, but there was no way on which she could have been 
expected to arrange accommodations, transportation, and 
meals for the home side’. Golf Monthly was also critical: ‘The 
Ladies’ Golf Union, with all the experience of our men in the 
American internationals [Walker Cup] to guide them, should 
have made more preparation, and it was altogether wrong to 
delay the arrangements of the British team.’14

Opal Hill plays from a bunker during the first match
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Wilson maintained it was ‘the worst day I’ve ever spent on 
the golf course, because we didn’t know who we were playing 
in the foursomes until we were on the way to the first tee. We 
lost all of them. The match was gone beyond redemption’. She 
credited Marion Hollins with doing ‘a wonderful job with 
her team: ‘she had them out every day practising [Scotch] 
foursomes which you don’t normally play in the States. And 
her captaincy prevailed.’

Years later Joyce Wethered insisted that the captain’s role 
did not come easily: ‘To be honest, I no more liked ruling 
others than I liked to be ruled myself. Things such as team 
practices appalled me.’ Wilson also observed a difference in 
the approach to playing the game between the US and British 
teams: ‘The trouble lies in the fact that we are frightened to be 
found working at the game. We still cling to the old-fashioned 
idea that it is unsportsmanlike to regard a game seriously.’15

This ‘old-fashioned idea’ also reflected gender biases 
that portrayed women who took sports too seriously, and 
played to win, as being ‘unladylike’. Unlike men, who saw 
sport as ‘something to be enthralled in, to bet on and to fight 
over’, women sought sport for diversion, and they remained 
good friends no matter who won or lost. Even in formal 
competitions, the central aim was ‘to renew old and make new 
friendships’.16

Yet 30 years earlier, Rhona Adair, the great Irish player, 
shared views similar to Wilson’s. She wrote in her book Golf for 
Women in 1902 that women golfers in the US had ‘pluck’. That 
is, they had energy and enthusiasm, even when things looked 
grim. Never in her experience had she seen ‘such universal grit 
… or what I believe you call ‘nerve’ as is displayed by every 
woman golfer in America’. She found that ‘with the never-say-
die spirit, which I have always heard was typical of all America, 
they keep right on playing until their opponent’s ball is actually 
in the hole’.17

Wilson maintained the US team was serious from the start, 
‘out on the practice ground with dozens of balls, concentrating 
and hitting their shots correctly’. The loss was personally 
devastating and convinced her that ‘we shall all have to 
pull ourselves together and work really hard if we wish the 
supremacy of women’s golf to remain in Britain’.

Bernard Darwin made the following assessment: 

There are many ifs and butts, excuses and alibis, however I 
am not going to indulge in any of them. The right side won, 
and moreover, the side of better swingers of a golf club won. If 
marks had to be given for style, the result of the examination 
would certainly have been in the victor’s favour.

The British defeat notwithstanding, the match was seen as a 
success on both sides: ‘It was a most thoroughly and friendly 
and enjoyable match in every way and there was a mighty 
crowd to see it’, wrote Darwin. The entire length of first hole 
was ‘a thick black line of people. I doubt if any men’s match 
could have gathered so many’.18  Years of labour by the Curtis 
sisters and others had been rewarded. 

Acceptance
At the end of the year, the LGU offered a gift of sorts to the 
USGA, when, at its November meeting, it voted to finally 
accept the cup. Margaret Curtis wrote to Herbert Ramsay with 
the happy news, but added that the LGU seemed 

to emphasise keeping the matches between ourselves, only 
suggesting that France come in when able. … Harriot and I 
have hoped and intended that the cup might be played for 
by women from many countries and that the matches would 
develop good fun and good feeling internationally.19

While it was hoped that other nations would eventually join 
in the match, the Curtis Cup has remained a two-sided event.

Margaret Curtis, when reflecting on the event shortly 
before her death, claimed that the inaugural match of 1932 
‘was a day of real gratification for us. It was the start of some 
wonderful golf competitions and some wonderful friendships’. 
Curtis spoke from experience. In 1905, when she and her 
teammates lost that informal match at Cromer, she fell to 
Ireland’s May Hezlet, winner of three Ladies’ British Amateurs. 
Afterward, the Curtises had a lengthy discussion which May 
and her sister Florence (who also played) pondered the future 
of such matches.

May Hezlet would exchange letters with Margaret Curtis, 
and that August regretted not being able to accept an invitation 
to visit Curtis, lamenting that it was ‘a more expensive outing 
than we could manage’. She reminded Curtis that she and 
Harriot ‘promised to come to us the year after next when the 
championship will be in Ireland’.20

In October, Hezlet wrote to Curtis to console her after 
her loss to Pauline Mackay in the finals of the US Women’s 
Amateur. ‘Just a few lines’, she began, ‘to tell you how sorry we 
all were that you didn’t win the Championship as we hoped 
you were going to’, adding ‘better luck next time and win it 
and the Open [Ladies’ British Amateur] championship the 
same year’. Camaraderie such as this was a key element in 
developing the Curtis Cup matches. In 1928 Curtis had said, 
‘I have great hopes that a game of such good sportsmanship as 
golf will develop the sentiments of fellowship that players feel 
…’21 Her hopes were indeed realised.

Beth Daniel, winner of the 1975 and 1977 US Women’s 
Amateur and member of the 1976 and 1978 Curtis Cup teams, 
maintains that the experience ‘is something that a lot of people 
don’t understand, the camaraderie that comes out of it … and 
when you come out of that week the friendships that you’ve 
made really mean a lot to you’. Nancy Lopez, a member of the 
1976 team, said ‘the Curtis Cup added a new dimension to the 
game’, with its tradition and history. Being her first experience 
representing her country, she claimed, ‘To this day, my spine 
tingles at the memory’.22

Although the US has dominated the matches with a record 
of 28-8-3 through 2016 (GB and Ireland would not win until 
1952), to play in the Curtis Cup remains a goal of top amateur 
golfers on both sides. 

Since 1932, great players on the US side have included: 
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Patty Berg, Louise Suggs, JoAnne Carner, Anne Sander, Hollis 
Stacy, Beth Daniel, Nancy Lopez, Patty Sheehan, Juli Inkster, 
Carol Semple Thompson, and Lexi Thompson. On the Great 
Britain & Ireland side: Pam Barton, Jessie Valentine, Philomena 
Garvey, Elizabeth Price, Angela Bonallack, Belle Robertson, 
Mary McKenna, Laura Davies, and Catriona Matthew. In 
future years, the list will continue to grow with names not yet 
known to us.

Enid Wilson would attend several Curtis Cups after 1932, 
and said in 1991, ‘I think the happiest match I ever went to 
was when the Curtis Cup went to Brae Burn [in West Newton, 
Massachusetts, 1958], and the Curtis sisters were greatly in 
evidence’. She recalled the players all in the clubhouse together, 
sitting at the same table. ‘And the noise, the clamor they made, 
the shouts of laughter, that’s what it’s all about’. 

Wilson had another lasting memory from the 1958 
matches: ‘The Curtis sisters said on that occasion: “We’re so 
astonished by the publicity this event has achieved. We feel that 
the trophy is not pretentious enough.” And everybody said, 
“But it’s become a symbol … of all the best that’s in women’s 
golf, it couldn’t possibly be changed.”’

And so the cup first offered in 1927 continues to be 
awarded to the winning team, a fitting reminder of the efforts 
of Margaret and Harriot Curtis to make real the international 
competition that took root in their imaginations in 1905. 
Their legacy lives on every two years, when players from 
both sides of the Atlantic tee it up, filled with a unique pride 
in representing their countries on a grand stage, just as those 
trailblazing women did in 1932.23
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