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INTRODUCTION


On 27 March 1871, twenty players representing Scotland took to the field at Raeburn Place in Edinburgh to face twenty from England in the world’s first international rugby Test match. In the history of the sport, the importance of the occasion was second-only to the fabled instant when William Webb Ellis allegedly picked up the ball during a football match at Rugby School and ran with it.


When umpire Hely Hutchinson Almond signalled the start of the game, he also signalled the start of an astonishing journey that would see Test match rugby stretch its influence into virtually every corner of the globe. From that day to this, the game has undergone such seismic change that, should we be able to watch it, that first match would be unrecognisable to the sport that is played today.


The modern game, even at school and junior club level, is a world away from what it was in the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth century. Contemporary Test match rugby is in a different universe altogether – even to that played as recently as the 1990s, let alone a hundred years before that. Amateurism at rugby union’s elite end is also now long consigned to the history books, just as the great alcohol-fuelled international rugby tours that could stretch on for months at a time are a thing of the past. But while the levels of athleticism and skill, strength and fitness, analysis, nutrition, sports science and medicine, not to mention the global profile of the game, are stratospherically different to the early years of the sport, two constants have endured throughout: the pride of wearing the blue jersey emblazoned with a white thistle, and the unbreakable bonds of a brotherhood.


Scores of books have been written on the history of the sport and of the teams and players within it. Invariably these have been written from the outside looking in. This book, in contrast, looks to tell the history of Scottish international rugby in the words of the men who have been there and done it, told from within the rarified atmosphere of the changing room and the field of play, filled with glorious recollections from tours and away fixtures, from the after-match dinner tables and, somewhat hazily, from bars in Buenos Aires and Cape Town, Auckland, Sydney, Paris and all points in between


Like a fantasy dinner party, it would be wonderful to be able to sit down with all the greats who have donned the dark blue jersey from across the ages and hear them reminisce about their experiences of playing at Murrayfield and at all the great Test match venues, large and small, around the world. That scenario is of course impossible – but perhaps this book is the next best thing. There have been (at the time of publication) over 714 Scotland Test matches across a span of 150 years, and the country has been represented by 1,116 players. This is their story.


And it begins at Raeburn Place.




ONE


THE BULLDOG AND THE HIPPO


1871-1888


International rugby came about as the accidental sequel to an association football match organised by the London-centric Football Association. With total disregard for Scottish sentiments, the FA arranged a fixture between ‘England’ and ‘Scotland’ in November 1870, selecting both teams from the London area for a game which England won 1-0. The staging caused a stir north of the border. The players representing ‘Scotland’ had only tenuous bonds at best with the country, connections that were, in one writer’s words ‘imagined rather than real’. One player’s link was an annual visit to his Scottish country estate while another’s was merely a liking for Scotch whisky. The Scots claimed the Rugby code was their game and a month after the soccer defeat they challenged England’s rugby fraternity to accept a ‘return’ match under Rugby rules.


England’s public schools had promoted team spirit and muscular Christianity in parallel during the nineteenth century. The doctrines of Dr Thomas Arnold, the headmaster of Rugby School, spread rapidly through the educational establishments of the four kingdoms of the British Isles and by the mid-1850s Rugby football was established as the main winter recreation at Edinburgh Academy, whose pupils were to shine the torch for Scottish rugby for most of the next fifty years. Foremost among the early rugby-playing Academicals was the Hon. Francis Moncreiff, who put his name to the challenge issued to the English rugby fraternity, lighting the blue touch paper that set international rugby ablaze and captaining Scotland’s first international team against England on the Academy’s own grounds at Raeburn Place in 1871 in front of a crowd estimated to be 4,000 strong.


Until the 1880s, matches could only be decided by a majority of goals, rendering tries worthless unless converted. Scotland won that first match by converting a try that was hotly disputed by the English team.


R W ‘Bulldog’ Irvine (Scotland 1871-80, 13 caps): For some years previous, an annual match had been played in London – an International match it was called – according to the laws of the dribbling game. England usually won [and the] match attracted only a sort of curiosity in Scotland [until] the idea dawned: ‘If there is to be an International match, let it be a real one, and don’t let the relative merits of England and Scotland in football matters be decided purely by Association football, let us ask them to send a Rugby team north and play us on our native heath.’


A H Robertson, F J Moncreiff, B Hall Blyth, J W Arthur, J H Oatts [representing the interests of Scotland’s rugby fraternity]: There is a pretty general feeling among Scotch football players that the football power of the old country was not properly represented in the late so-called International Football Match. Not that we think the play of the gentlemen who represented Scotland otherwise than very good – for that it was so is amply proved by the stout resistance they offered to their opponents and by the fact that they were beaten by only one goal – but that we consider the Association rules, in accordance with which the late game was played, not such as to bring together the best team Scotland could turn out. Almost all the leading clubs play by the Rugby code, and have no opportunity of practising the Association game even if willing to do so. We therefore feel that a match played in accordance with any rules other than those in general use in Scotland, as was the case in the last match, is not one that would meet with support generally from her players. For our satisfaction, therefore, and with a view of really testing what Scotland can do against an English team we, as representing the football interests of Scotland, hereby challenge any team selected from the whole of England, to play us a match, twenty-a-side, Rugby rules either in Edinburgh or Glasgow on any day during the present season that might be found suitable to the English players. Let this count as the return to the match played in London on 19th November [1870], or, if preferred, let it be a separate match. If it be entered into we can promise England a hearty welcome and a first-rate match. Any communications addressed to any one of us will be attended to.


Bulldog Irvine: A team was selected without wrangle and without jealousy, and invitations were sent to the team to play in a great match, and responded to with alacrity. The first team was selected from Edinburgh Academicals, Edinburgh University, Royal HSFP, St Andrews, Merchistonians, Glasgow Academicals and West of Scotland. The men were requested to get into training, and did it. It was twenty-a-side, and the Scotch forwards were heavy and fast. We were ignorant of what team England would bring, of what sort of players they had, and of how they would play; and though assured by Colville, a London Merchistonian – and a rare good forward, too – that we would find their size, strength and weight not very materially different from our own, many of us entered that match with a sort of vague fear that some entirely new kind of play would be shown by our opponents.


The day of the match soon settled that uncertainty. The English twenty were big and heavy – probably bigger and heavier than ours – but not overpoweringly so. Before we had played ten minutes we were on good terms with each other. Each side had made a discovery – we that our opponents were flesh and blood like ourselves, and could be mauled back and tackled and knocked about just like other men; they that in this far north land Rugby players existed who could maul, tackle, and play-up with the best of them.


Hely Hutchinson Almond (Scottish Umpire: Scotland v England 1871): Let me make a personal confession. I was umpire, and I do not know to this day whether the decision which gave Scotland the try from which the winning goal was kicked was correct in fact. The ball had certainly been scrummaged over the line by Scotland, and touched down first by a Scotchman. The try was, however, vociferously disputed by the English team, but upon what ground I was then unable to discover. I must say, however, that when an umpire is in doubt, I think he is justified in deciding against the side which makes the most noise. They are probably in the wrong.


Bulldog Irvine: There was one critical time during the match. Feeling was pretty highly strung. It was among the first no-hacking matches for many of the players on both sides. Now, hacking becomes an instinctive action to one trained to it; you hack at a man running past out of reach as surely as you blink when a man puts his finger in your eye. There were a good many hacks-over going on, and, as blood got up it began to be muttered, ‘Hang it! Why not have hacking allowed? It can’t be prevented – far better have it.’ The question hung in the balance. The captains (Moncreiff and Stokes) both looked as if they ought to say ‘no’ but would rather say ‘yes’, and were irresolute, when Almond, who was umpire, vowed he would throw up his job if it were agreed on, it was forbidden and the hackers were ordered to be more cautious.


The match was won by Scotland by a goal and a try to a try – the Scotch goal being placed by Cross (not Malcolm, but his big brother) from a very difficult kick – and though many matches have been played since then between the countries, there has not been one better fought or more exciting than this, the first one.


The Scotsmen were exultant, and the winning ball hung for many a day in the shop of Johnnie Bowton at the Stock Bridge, adorned with ribbons like the tail of a Clydesdale stallion at a horse show. With this match and victory the life of rugby football as a national institution fairly commenced.


Scottish rugby football may be said to have sprung up from boyhood to robust manhood with the first international match in 1871.


England gained revenge at The Oval in 1872 through a dropped goal and the 1873 game, played in difficult conditions in Glasgow, ended in a draw – a match that, it was said, did little to promote rugby in the city. It was a memorable affair for one of the Scottish pack. Peter Anton, a divinity student at St Andrews, described it years later as being ‘as hard an international as has ever been played.’ Immediately after that match a landmark initiative driven by a group comprising leading players from the Edinburgh Academicals, Merchistonians and Glasgow Academicals clubs resulted in the formation of the Scottish Union with a remit to select future international teams, a task that was greatly helped by the launch of the Glasgow v Edinburgh ‘Inter-City’ match the same season.


The early internationals were staged on Mondays and played between teams of 20-a-side comprising thirteen forwards, three halves, a single threequarter and three fullbacks. This was the shoving age. Forwards converged around held players and formed primitive scrummages by leaning or pushing against opponents. Heads were kept up, forwards barging or kicking the ball through. Halves acted as the first line of defence, with the sole threequarter and back-three in support to catch punts ahead, land field goals or claim marks to kick for territory.


Peter Anton (Scotland 1873, 1 cap): What a proud man I was that day marching out of the little pavilion at Hamilton Crescent through a dense and greatly admiring and cheering crowd, and ‘lined up’ in front of the English! Did we not understand then the feelings of our sires at Bannockburn?


The game was not without its humours. If a dispute should arise, it was suggested that Joe Arthur should champion the Scottish side. Joe had an irresistible ‘talking over’ way with him, and seeing he was not in the team, it was thought some recognition should be made of his special powers!


Again, seeing the ground was to be sloppy, the English team went into a cobbler’s to get leather bars fixed to the soles of their boots. I presume the cobbler was nothing worse than a ‘Scots-wha-hae’ patriot. When the job was done, the boots and feet could not be got to correspond. The players [had to] put on dress shoes on the bootless feet.


Bulldog Irvine: The third International match was played in Glasgow at Partick. The ground was a quagmire, and the match ended in a draw, after a game which must have been monotonous to a degree to the onlookers, and must have had a great deal to do with de-popularising the Rugby game in Glasgow. It was one succession of weary mauls, broken by an occasional rush. The impression left was that of a muddy, wet, struggling hundred minutes of steamy mauls.


Peter Anton: Owing to the nature of the atmosphere, so soon as the packs were formed, a great column of steam rose right up from the scrummage, and bent eastward with the wind. The pressure [the English forwards] brought to bear on us was of the strongest. [They] worked with desperate resolution and they were within an ace of succeeding.


They compelled us to form a maul within three yards of our goal-line. It was evident the game had reached a crisis, and the excitement was wound up to the highest pitch. Almost by instinct the Scotsmen allowed their St Andrews representative [Anton himself] take the centre of the scrummage.


For some time there was not a single movement either way. The pressure was tremendous. The English then pressed the Scotsmen a foot or two to the rear. Goaded to their utmost, they stopped their backward movement, and after a space we found ourselves gaining. Inch by inch we pressed them back and the St Andrews man, who to prevent heeling had kept the ball between his boots the whole time, was able to snatch it up, and make a very creditable run, and so ended in a draw as hard an International as has ever been played.


Ninian Finlay (Scotland 1875-81, 9 caps): I was too young then [on debut v England in 1875] to do anything more than enjoy the game keenly. I remember being struck by Hay Gordon’s play. My admiration may have been partly due to his being new to me. He played his club matches in England, while most of the others were familiar to me either as Edinburgh Academicals or as opponents whom we often met in club matches.


Of the players, the most familiar name to me is Irvine, familiarly and universally known as ‘Bulldog.’ I am sure he contributed more to Scotland’s holding her own in the match than would appear from reports.


Bulldog Irvine: The International of 1875 was played in Edinburgh, and was a draw – as usual, Scotland fully holding its own forward. The number of shaves the Scotch goal had from the dropping of Pearson and Mitchell that day no Scotsman playing will ever forget. A draw in favour of England.


Ninian Finlay: In those days the forwards had to carry the maul (‘scrum’ as it is now called) towards their opponents’ goal and, when the players came through, the dribbling in loose scrum was most scientific and pretty to watch. ‘Bulldog’ excelled in the maul and, but for his play and the play of others like him, the forward rush towards the opponents’ goal would not have come off.


W E ‘Bill’ Maclagen (Scotland 1878-90, 26 caps plus 3 caps for the Lions): The game has changed very much in appearance, but, as a matter of fact, it is very difficult to point to any great difference that has taken place. There are really very few, although they have had considerable effect. First of all, coming down from twenty to fifteen made an enormous difference. After that there was the growth of less foot and more hand, which was very gradual and probably reached its height of excellence in Harry Vassall’s Oxford years (1879-1882), and has since then probably been a little overdone.


Bulldog Irvine: 1877 saw a change. An agreement had at last been come to regarding the fifteen-a-side, and it was to be tried this time. Scotland routed Ireland at Belfast. In this match Ireland showed much good material, but it was raw. If Scotland had the best of it on the field, the vanquished were the victors at the social board. Flushed with this victory, Scotland met England full of confidence a fortnight after in Edinburgh. The match was fast and furious to a degree never before seen in an International. Within five minutes of ‘No side’, Graham got the ball and chucked to Malcolm Cross [who], quick as lightning, dropped at goal. The match was won and we felt that our long struggle for fifteen-a-side had not been in vain.


Ninian Finlay: Malcolm Cross, who played threequarter back, was a familiar figure beside me in Internationals. He was magnificent. We always dropped in those days. Punting became more usual [later] and came to stay. There was more individual effort in running with the ball, not so much passing – or ‘chucking’ as we used to call it.


The strength of early Scottish rugby was forward play and two Edinburgh Academy alumni, Robert ‘Bulldog’ Irvine succeeded by Charles ‘Hippo’ Reid, were ever-present in the Scottish international packs from 1871 until 1888. Irvine, a redheaded forward capped as a teenager, played throughout Scotland’s first decade of International rugby before passing the baton on to Reid, who entered the Scottish pack in 1881 while still at school. The Academy had the curious distinction of providing two of their boys for the Scotland-England game at Raeburn Place that year. Frank Wright, a boarder from Manchester, was pressed into action against his form-mate when an English half-back missed the train to Edinburgh. Harry Stevenson, who would go on to play fifteen matches for Scotland between 1888 and 1893, was present for Assembly in the main hall at Edinburgh Academy the following morning. He later recalled that: ‘Hippo and Frank came in with their class just as Tommy [Harvey, the rector] did to say prayers. There was no prayers that day! We cheered and cheered and cheered – and Tommy gave it up!’


Drawn matches have peppered rugby’s oldest international fixture. To this day there have been more between Scotland and England than between any other countries. There were four in the 1870s, including the 1879 match at Raeburn Place – the first to be played for the Calcutta Cup, which had been presented to the Rugby Football Union in London on the dissolution of the Calcutta club in India. Ninian Finlay, another Academy former pupil who had been first-capped as a schoolboy, was an established part of the Scottish back division by then and his drop-kick levelled the scores at a goal each that day. Irvine’s play as captain at the heart of the pack and Bill Maclagen’s defence as their sole fullback had much to do with Scotland sharing the trophy.


Oxford and Cambridge meanwhile were in the vanguard of change, experimenting in 1875 by altering sides from 20- to 15-a-side, a move that was supported in Scotland because reducing numbers made it easier for clubs to field teams. Backs, moreover, had more scope to display skills and by 1877 international teams had followed suit. Scotland reaped the benefit, overwhelming Ireland in the first match between the nations (in Belfast) and beating the old enemy by a Malcolm Cross drop-goal to nil.


The game quickly evolved from the shoving age. Mauls and ‘scrummages’ became less protracted with fewer players in the packs. Students at Oxford University exploited the possibilities. Many were from Scottish schools where, it has been said, the ‘passing’ game first developed in the late 1870s. Oxford had a particularly successful side that regularly included several former pupils of Loretto and, under the influence of their captain, Henry (‘Harry’) Vassall, perfected a passing game that later extended to international teams. Two of Vassall’s leading lieutenants became Scottish internationalists: forward James Walker and, behind the scrum, Grant Asher, who later formed Scotland’s first established half-back pairing with ‘Bunny’ Don Wauchope.


Walker made his Scotland debut in the 1882 Calcutta Cup match in Manchester when ‘Hippo’ Reid and the Scottish pack were described as ‘one of the finest forward divisions that ever played.’ Scotland won by two tries to nil, a change in the scoring system now allowing a majority of tries to prevail when no goals were scored. It was the first time that the visiting side won the Scotland/England fixture.


Scotland met Wales for the first time in 1883 and a side that had won seven of its eight previous internationals faced England in 1884 in a game that was viewed as the showdown of the season. Internationals now took place on Saturdays and a record crowd approaching ten thousand made its way to Blackheath to see the visitors, with Don Wauchope and Grant Asher firmly in harness at half-back, lose by a conversion. The try from which England kicked the winning goal, however, caused controversy.


A Scot had ‘knocked back’ in the move leading to England’s try – an infringement under Scottish rules. England supported the referee, a respected former Irish international, saying his decision was final. Besides, why should Scotland profit from their own mistake? The Scots wanted settlement by an independent adjudicator and a lengthy wrangle ensued, resulting in cancellation of the 1885 Calcutta Cup match.


The Irish Union intervened suggesting a meeting to consider forming an International Board to resolve disputes. The concept of a Board crystallised in Dublin in February 1886, Scotland later conceding the 1884 match to England on condition that the RFU join a Board comprising an equal number of members from each of the Four Nations. Scotland could argue from a position of strength on the field. Between 1884 and 1888 they played nine international matches and were never beaten, with only drawn matches against England in 1886 and 1887 blotting their copybook. Sensing the Board would become the game’s sole law-makers, however, the RFU in London rejected Scotland’s ultimatum. ‘Hippo’ Reid, leading Scotland for the last time, bowed out of international rugby on a low-key in 1888 by suffering defeat by Wales for the first time before scraping home with a narrow victory over Ireland.


Charles ‘Hippo’ Reid (Scotland 1881-88, 21 caps): Give me a forward team like we had at Manchester in 1882 and I don’t care how many three-quarter backs you have; we could go through them. We dribbled very close, and one backed up the other so well they could not get away, and they had fliers like Bolton against us. Dribbling and tackling are the characteristics of the Scottish forwards, and on them we depend to win.


A R ‘Bunny’ Don Wauchope (Scotland 1881-88, 13 caps): I played in the [1884] match and I know the [dispute] subject pretty well. The ball was thrown out of touch, an appeal was made, the umpire on the touch-line held up his stick, all the players, with the exception of four Englishmen and two Scotsmen, stopped playing, and England scored a try. The only question of fact decided by the referee was that a Scotsman knocked the ball back. This, according to the Scottish reading of the rule was illegal, and the whole question turned on the interpretation.


The point that no Englishman had appealed was never raised at the time, and to judge by the fact that eleven of the English team ceased play, it would appear that their idea was that the game should stop. I do not know of any other point of fact on which the referee decided the try was valid.


Bulldog Irvine: After the lapse of two years we renewed hostilities [with England in 1886], and at Raeburn Place had a great game which resulted in a scoreless draw. This, in our opinion, was one of the best matches in the series, and we very narrowly missed winning it.


It is doubtful if C.Reid ever played a better game than he did on this occasion. He was the forward of his time. There was no man to compare with him in England Scotland, Ireland or Wales. Neither was there before nor has there been since. His football at all points was perfect. His speed was much above that of the average forward, and in many matches he made as big runs as the backs. In fact, [against England in 1886] his run in the second half was the best performance of its kind of the day.


Roughness has been imputed to him, but the charge is almost groundless, and if on occasion he did use his strength, it must be remembered in extenuation that he had to put up with all manner of annoying attentions, often from aspiring individuals who would have preferred the distinction of having knocked down C Reid to the honour of half a dozen International caps.


Alexander Clay (Scotland 1886-88, 7 caps): [‘Hippo’ Reid] played hard, but he always played with characteristic good nature. Perhaps the best test is that Reid was universally popular amongst the players of opposing teams. He may not have had the irresistible dash of forwards of the type of the Ainslies in Scotland, but no one could gain more ground with the ball at his feet than Reid, and it was no uncommon sight, even in international matches, to see him dribble through nearly all the opposing backs.


Bulldog Irvine: During 1888 the ‘unfortunate dispute’ in another phase cropped up again, and robbed us of our great match [against England]. Our pride was much hurt by Wales beating us at Newport. On that occasion we played three centre threequarters, HJ Stevenson, MM Duncan and WE Maclagen with CE Orr and CFP Fraser as our halves. The latter division were blamed for our defeat, but no section of the team played above itself.




TWO


FORWARD DEBATE


1889-1907


Forward muscularity had been the strength of Scottish rugby in its first two decades of international matches, every bit as fundamental to their approach to the game as was the muscular Christianity that had shaped the public schools that spawned the Rugby Union code of football in the earlier part of the century. An honest, straightforward approach to forward play that matched the national character had become well-established, an essential part of Scotland’s early rugby legacy. By the end of the 1880s, however, change was in the air.


The passing game practised so effectively by the Oxford sides of the early years of the decade had been extended to passing among half-backs, and even threequarters were beginning to throw passes as their roles evolved from defence into opportunities for attack. Forwards, too, were experimenting in a way that diluted the effectiveness of traditional Scottish pack play. In the other Home Unions, forwards were beginning to use ‘winging’ forwards to break off scrummages, while heeling the ball back – rudimentary ‘hooking’ of the ball – was emerging as an alternative to the shoving game.


This was anathema to dyed-in-the-wool Scottish forwards. To them, scrummages were about keeping heads down and pushing, about driving the ball through the opposition before forcing it free to initiate dribbling attacks when scrums broke up. ‘Feet, Scotland, Feet’ was the exhortation born from such a tactic, but with the development of winging and hooking, approaches required change.


The Welsh had taken matters further than most. Between 1886 and 1888 they explored reducing their packs from nine to eight by inserting the extra man in the threequarter line. Their pioneering of the so-called ‘four threequarter’ system was the single biggest development of the late nineteenth century that transformed the game into the one it most closely resembles today.


Scotland were resistant to change. The idea of ‘winging’ forwards detaching from the scrum and not pushing was viewed with contempt, as was the concept of making forwards subservient to backs by heeling the ball back for the halves to launch attacks. ‘Bulldog’ Irvine and ‘Hippo’ Reid took a stand supporting the old-style game, and for some time resistance paid off.


England, after a three year expulsion, finally buried their differences with the other Home Unions over representation on the International Board in 1890, rejoining the round-robin of matches comprising the International Championship, an entirely unofficial tournament which owed its name to an invention of the press. Scotland, under the veteran Bill Maclagen’s captaincy, opened their season with convincing wins against Wales and Ireland before losing a Championship-decider to England at Raeburn Place. England, who had earlier suffered a freak defeat to Wales in Dewsbury, thus shared the unofficial title with the Scots.


The year later, Scotland won their first Triple Crown – the game’s Holy Grail of beating the other three Home Unions in the same season. ‘Saxon’ McEwan was an old-school captain who led a settled pack that skilfully applied time-honoured Scottish forward methods. Gala’s Adam Dalgleish, the first player capped from a Borders club, a roly-poly forward named John Boswell with an unusual penchant for dropping goals from short range, ‘Judy’ MacMillan, Bert Leggatt, Jack Orr, Ian MacIntyre, George Neilson and Fred Goodhue completed as fine a nine-man pack as any Scotland fielded.


Scotland wracked up thirty-eight points without reply that season, before England managed a late consolation score in the Triple Crown game. Scotland registered landslide victories over Wales and Ireland and had the Calcutta Cup match at Richmond sewn up at 9-0 before conceding their only score of the campaign ten minutes from time.


Among a talented back division were the former Edinburgh Academy boy Harry Stevenson, who was regarded as the outstanding kicker of his day, an expert at the snap dropped goal and a deadly place kicker whom The Scotsman described as ‘the greatest football player in the world.’ Lining out with him among the backs were three of the best in the Home Unions: Gregor Macgregor, the threequarter with the fly-paper hands who kept wicket in Test cricket for England, Charles Orr (younger brother of Jack) and Paul Clauss, a prolific try-scorer of German descent on the wing.


The Home Unions took turns to claim the Triple Crown between 1891 and 1894, but arguably the most significant success of the period was Wales’s in 1893. They finally demonstrated the value of their eight forwards, four threequarter system by carrying all before them, and the rest of the national sides were so impressed that they all converted to the Welsh system the year later.


Scotland, despite fierce criticism from the diehards, quickly adapted to the new formation and adopted new concepts in forward play to regain the Triple Crown in 1895 when MacMillan (now as captain) and Neilson were still at the heart of a forward effort which had been joined by Willie McEwan (younger brother of ‘Saxon’) and Tom Scott, the first in a long line of Hawick forwards to establish himself as a fixture in Scottish packs.


Rugby was growing in popularity and increasing public demand for admission to big matches meant that the Edinburgh Academy playing fields at Raeburn Place were no longer suitable for staging international rugby. The Scottish Union took the initiative and began looking for a new home. The last Scottish international to be played on what has been called ‘the mother of international rugby grounds’ took place in early March 1895, a 6-0 win against Ireland in the second leg of the Triple Crown season. The Scottish Union staged home matches at Glasgow’s Hampden Park and the Powderhall Gardens in Edinburgh in the three seasons that followed, before in 1899 unveiling a spanking new stadium of its own, specially designed to host international rugby.


Harry Stevenson: [In the late 1880s] ‘Hippo’ Reid used to come out of the scrum, when we were just inside [opponents’] twenty-five – the most dangerous part of the ground – and stand behind our halves and in front of me [playing centre], either to one side or the other. He was splendid there [acting as a proto-’wing forward’]: he had a chance of scoring himself or passing back to me. When ‘Hippo’ was out, I always closed near him. It got us tries and wins.


Bulldog Irvine: The English international of 1890 was a very bad one for us. A great surprise was sprung upon the country in the selection of W.E.Maclagen. Our half-backs were blamed for losing the match [but] where we really lost the game was in the scrummage, where the English took possession of the ball, and held our forwards while [the English halves] nipped it back to their [threequarters]. The match taught us this species of attack most impressively, and when our team went to London in 1891 and scored our greatest victory, the English press complained that we had learned it too well. Our forwards undoubtedly won us this match, and our backs were seen to great advantage. Our threequarters, W Neilson, G MacGregor, and P Clauss, were scoring men and behind winning forwards were all that was wanted.


Harry Stevenson: Long before I got to the first-class football stage I came to the conclusion that there was nothing to compete with an old pair of ordinary black walking boots, or shoes. They had been made to fit you, were comfortable from use, light and bendable, and their soles were thin. Thick soled boots or shoes for football is, I think, a mistake. Just the opposite of cricket.


I always had two thin and narrow bars, straight across the flat of the foot – no bar on the heel. Others also wore everyday boots. I think Bill Maclagen did. Another reason in my opinion for light, thinnish soled boots or shoes for football is you feel the ground better. You are never still for two seconds, or oughtn’t to be, and the ground is generally softer and more springy [in winter] than is the rule at cricket.


Bunny Don Wauchope: I have always been a strong opponent of this ‘new’ game. Beat them well forward, and you have the game won. Many forwards play as if the threequarters were the only real players on the side; consequently they never do their own share of the play. Swing the scrummage, then it is that the backs get a real chance, and then it is that the opposing backs are run over by the forwards. If our Scottish forwards will play their own good game I should not have any doubt. Forwards who are continually trying to play for their backs will invariably be beaten.


Bulldog Irvine: HJ Stevenson, MC McEwan, CE Orr, and RG MacMillan are the prominent men of the last three years [1889-1892]. Orr, in the true sense of the word, is one of our best all-round halves, McEwan is one of our great forwards, a powerful player, strong in all points of the game. Of Stevenson it has to be said we never had a more versatile player. His defence at threequarters in 1890 materially kept down the score [against England], and when the Union saw fit to place him at fullback in 1891 and 1892 he filled the position as adequately as any man ever we had. Centre, however, is his true place, and in it he has never been known to play a poor game, a fitting testimony to the merit of one of the most remarkable players the country has produced, and a back who will be remembered along with NJ Finlay, WE Maclagen and AR Don Wauchope.


Harry Stevenson: When I dropped a goal in 1891 against Wales I am afraid I can’t say [whether I wore] shoes or boots. I don’t think it matters for dropping, for I think it is the spot on the ball where the impact comes, also the angle of the ball and timing, which gives it direction and distance, which counts. You punt with the instep, but I have seen my old friend JD Boswell drop goals from his instep, from very short distances of course, inside the twenty-five.


Bill Maclagen: Then there was the change introduced by Wales, called by most people the four threequarters. I think that is probably the proper name for it; but it took several years for it to find favour; and in my humble opinion it might never have found favour, might absolutely have died of inanition, but for the introduction and permission of heeling out. I advisedly say permission, because I am not quite satisfied in my own mind that it really is legalised to this day [long applause].


RG ‘Judy’ Macmillan (Scotland 1887-97, 21 caps plus 3 caps for the Lions): As to the influence of the Welsh system on Scottish forwards, I consider it will be deteriorating, as they will lose all their old dash. I don’t say there should be no heeling out, but as the game stands at present the attention of the forwards is entirely given up to it. The older players may be able to stick to the old genuine game which they learned at the schools, but the younger ones will not be taught to put down their heads and shove, and will shirk and become loafers.


HTO ‘Bert’ Leggatt (Scotland 1891-94, 9 caps): My opinion of the four threequarter system generally is that it is much showier, and, therefore, more attractive to the spectators. The passing is easily spoiled when the tackling is determined and vigorous. I prefer the Scottish style, undoubtedly, for this substantial reason: Watsonians, who play essentially a Scottish game, played, under unequal conditions, the strongest Newport fifteen, who are acknowledged to be facile princeps in the four threequarter game, and morally beat them [in January 1894]. I think the Scottish forwards would lose their strong points, rushes and footwork, if they adopted the Welsh system.


Dedicated followers of Scottish rugby could take pride in events on and off the field as the old century closed and the new one began. A new state-of-the-art ground with its own press pavilion and accommodating more than 20,000 spectators – the first owned by any of the Four Home Unions – together with four outright Championship titles and a resounding success against the first Springboks were the highlights of the seasons that heralded in the Twentieth Century. Scottish rugby supporters had plenty to relish.


James Aikman Smith, the honorary secretary/treasurer who was to serve both the Union and International Board as an administrator committed to the true-blue ideals of amateurism, was the official responsible for realising the potential of Inverleith on a site in the north-east of Edinburgh. His vision of a home for Scottish rugby took barely two years to reach fruition and by 1899, thanks to his financial acumen and organisational powers, the ground was ready to stage its first international.


There was an inauspicious start. The intention was to open the ground for the Welsh match in January, but the weather intervened causing a postponement. As a result, the Irish became the first visitors in February, spoiling the Union’s topping-out ceremony by defeating Scotland 9-3 on their way to a Triple Crown. When Wales, however, finally pitched up for their rearranged fixture a fortnight later, Scotland completed their first international season at the ground with a stylish 21-10 win – their most emphatic victory over the Principality since the adoption of the four threequarter system.


CD ‘Charlie’ Stuart (Scotland 1909-11, 7 caps): The Scottish Union realised it was imperative they find a ground of their own and in season 1898-99 Inverleith, capable of accommodating 25,000 spectators, was opened.


England appeared there for the first time the following season [when] Scotland were led by that great forward, Mark Morrison. Incidentally this was the first time the National Anthem was played at [a Scotland] international. The game ended in a pointless draw. On the whole Scotland had the better of matters but had no reason to complain about the result.


Andrew ‘Jock’ Wemyss (Scotland 1914-22, 7 caps): Wales should have been the first country to visit Inverleith. The reason for Ireland playing the first game there was said to be that the Scottish Union feared that the grass on the new pitch was too young to withstand trampling and tearing by Welsh boots, but that in another week or two it would be stronger. Wales, of course, were not happy about the change of date, but they chortled when Ireland made their ‘first-footing’ a memorable occasion by winning and going on to gain the Triple Crown.


TM ‘Tom’ Scott (Scotland 1893-1900, 12 caps): It was a hard game throughout, and we were fairly beaten on the merits of the game.


Mark Morrison (Scotland 1896-1904, 23 caps plus 3 caps for the Lions): The long and short of it is the Welsh team was too good for us. We were beaten in every department of the game. Even in the first half the Welsh forwards controlled the scrummages sufficiently to enable them to get the ball every time, and in the second half the Welsh forwards completely overran us. I might say, however, that our forwards were not so well trained as they might have been. We were also well beaten at half, at threequarter, and at fullback.


Scotland produced a clutch of inspirational captains and pack leaders at the turn of the century. Tom Scott, the first Border forward to command automatic selection over a long international career (1893-1900), Mark Morrison and David Bedell-Sivright could inspire teams to play beyond their potential. Indeed, it was often said south of Hadrian’s Wall that Scottish packs of these times were worth considerably more than the sum of their parts. Morrison had become captain for the 1899 win against Wales at Inverleith and went on to captain Scotland fifteen times until 1904, missing only two games through injury. He led quietly, but his record spoke volumes. He carried out his duties unobtrusively but extracted the best from teams that were happy to follow his shining example.


Jock Wemyss: Mark Morrison, Scotland’s famous captain at the beginning of [the 20th Century], heads my brief list of great Scottish players. He was one of the greatest forwards the game has seen with a [then] unequalled record as a captain. In fifteen of his twenty-three internationals he led Scotland and his name is inscribed five times on the Calcutta Cup.


Mark Morrison: Now, in the 1901 Triple Crown season, I used to tell my players before each game that there were just three things they had to do. The first was – get the ball. The second was – get the ball. And the third was – get the ball. And if they didn’t know what to do with it when they had it, then they had no right to be there.


Jock Wemyss: I never saw Mark [Morrison] play, though I knew him well in my playing days and after, but from his contemporaries and others I have heard what a really outstanding forward he was.


There are many stories about his blunt forthrightness. Once, when Mark had been delayed in reaching a scrum, he dived into the back-row and, as an urge to greater endeavour, shouted: ‘Come on now, boys, somebody’s not shoving. Who is it; who is it?’ The immediate loud retort in unison was: ‘Mark Morrison.’


Charlie Stuart: During the stay at Inverleith Scotland were very strong particularly from the opening year till 1908. If Mark Morrison was the greatest of all forwards there were others who ranked almost equally high, J.M.Dykes, W.E.Kyle, J.C.MacCallum, D.R.Bedell-Sivright, J.M.B.Scott and W.M.C.McEwan, and there was almost an embarrassing richness behind the scrum. E.D.Simson could claim to be regarded as the greatest half-back who ever put foot on a Rugby field, and JI Gillespie, RM Neill, Pat Munro, John Knox, FH Fasson and LL Greig would have been internationalists in any generation. Of the threequarters, Phipps Turnbull, AB Timms, WH Welsh, the brothers MacLeod, AN Fell, JE Crabbie, GAW Lamond and AL Purves were truly great.


The early years of the 20th century are invariably known as the First Welsh Golden Era, but in truth Scotland shared the honours with the Principality, at least between 1900 and 1907. Morrison’s men were beaten but not disgraced by four tries to one at Swansea in their opening match of the new century, but revenge against the Welsh at Inverleith in 1901 and 1903 was distinctly sweet, setting up memorable Triple Crown seasons. In his last year at the helm, in 1904, Morrison and his band had to come to terms with a heavy defeat at Swansea before recovering to win the Championship title outright with wins in Dublin and at home to England. Morrison was arguably the Geoffrey Chaucer of Scottish rugby’s equivalent of Poet’s Corner – a trailblazing skipper whose record was nine wins and a draw from fifteen matches in charge. In between, he also led the British/Irish Lions to South Africa in 1903 while Bedell-Sivright, his able lieutenant and the man they called ‘Darkie’ on account of his swarthy complexion, captained the Lions to Australia and New Zealand the following summer – the only player in Lions history to make tours in successive years.


Old-timers like Charlie Stuart and Andrew ‘Jock’ Wemyss, Scottish internationalists from the early 1900s who later became respected critics, used to say their older colleagues rated the Scottish side of 1901 as the best of the pre-Great War era. It was certainly one of the youngest sides to represent the country and opened the campaign with eight new caps against Wales, whose pack had dominated the Scots the year before. To counteract Welsh forward power, Scotland’s selectors chose a team capable of attacking from all quarters. There was a fast, young back division featuring five Edinburgh University students complemented by two mature Edinburgh Academicals, Phipps Turnbull, a polished centre, and Johnnie Gillespie, a wonderful all-round player, at half-back. The mix of youth and experience proved a winning formula, the latter pair creating openings for the young guns to run riot. Wales, the reigning Triple Crown holders, were sent home to contemplate an unexpected 18-8 (four-tries-to-one) defeat – a real thrashing by the conservative scoring values of the day. There was no holding Morrison’s team after that and the Triple Crown came north of the border when England were overrun 18-3 at Blackheath, three of the visiting three-quarters crossing in what remains the biggest Scottish winning margin against the auld enemy on English soil.


It is a curiosity of British rugby that so often a team winning the Championship has completely failed to repeat its success the next season. 1902 was a case in point. Scotland, with virtually an unchanged fifteen, lost all three games, albeit narrowly, before regaining the Triple Crown in 1903 and sending Morrison into retirement in 1904 celebrating another Championship title after a 19-3 win against Ireland in Dublin and a tight 6-3 verdict over England at Inverleith.


Andrew Flett (Scotland 1901-02, 5 caps): Johnnie Gillespie [was] one of the best and most efficient and original half backs Scotland ever had. He was always in command of the game however tense the situation might be. He handled the ball beautifully and his defence was clever and effective, while his unorthodox methods kept his opponents in a state of bewilderment. In the Welsh match of 1901 Scotland was pressing Wales in their twenty-five and the forwards heeled quickly. Gillespie, instead of passing out to his threes as was expected, kept the ball on the ground and like a flash dribbled right through his opponents and scored between the posts. His footwork was exceptional and he could dribble like a soccer professional. He scored the first try in each of the three matches in that champion year.


Charlie Stuart: Scotland scooped the pool [in 1901] and it was a fertile argument at the time whether the team of 1891 or of 1901 was the greatest Scotland ever put on the Rugby field. However, if the latter side reached the heights in 1901 it touched the depths the following year. Practically unchanged they lost all three internationals, a thing which had never happened previously.


Andrew Flett: Phipps Turnbull [was] a star of the first magnitude, an incomparable centre threequarter, certainly one of the most polished who have ever played the game. Tall and not very robust, he was a fearless tackler and his handling of the ball was unsurpassed, but it was as a runner that he excelled. With a very long stride, he seemed to glide through the opposing defence at high speed, apparently without effort.


JE ‘Jack’ Crabbie (Scotland 1900-05, 6 caps): It is really best for the same half always to take the base of the scrum, and the other always to stand back and hand on to his threequarters.


Jock Wemyss: David Bedell-Sivright was another of the many great forwards early in the century. He gained twenty-two caps, captained Scotland in the famous match against the first All Blacks at Inverleith, and, like Mark Morrison, captained a British Touring team. ‘Darkie’ Sivright was a very, very hard player of immense strength whose fiery determination on the field so often led to the accusation that he was ‘over-zealous.’


David ‘Darkie’ Bedell-Sivright (Scotland 1900-08, 22 caps plus 1 cap for the Lions): When I go on to the field I only see the ball. Wherever it goes, I go too, and if someone gets in my way that is his look-out.


Jock Wemyss: Johnny Dykes, who was SRU President in my last year in the team; WP ‘Bummer’ Scott; AG’Sox’ Cairns and Hugh Monteith were all in the class of Morrison in the early years of the century.


Tactically Rugby football was evolving. Welsh Triple Crowns of 1900, 1902 and 1905 that alternated with Scotland’s successes were put down to clever forward play backed by fast threequarter lines. Welsh packs were more scientific in their approach to the game than elsewhere in the Home Unions. Strong forwards, products of the physical ways of life of the working communities of South Wales’s heavy industries, perfected the art of heeling the ball out for fast, imaginative backs to exploit openings and create overlaps for wings to score tries.


Specialisation at half-back began there with the pioneers of specific standoff and scrum-half roles emerging in the late 1890s. The practice slowly spread to the Scottish clubs through their ties with their leading Welsh counterparts and, by the mid-1900s, the debate over specialisation was raging. It was a debate that was given added impetus by the visit to Europe of the first major touring side from overseas, the Original All Blacks of 1905.


The New Zealanders had swept through the land like a gale of hurricane force before reaching Inverleith for the opening Test of their tour against Scotland in mid-November. Their focus was on constant backing-up of the player and they had specialist positions for half-backs behind forwards who packed in a fixed diamond-shaped, 2-3-2 scrum formation with a detached wing-forward or ‘rover’. This ‘loose’ man had a dual role. Because the ball was heeled by the two New Zealand front-rankers kicking it back with their outside feet, possession emerged so swiftly that an auxiliary half-back was needed: one fed the scrum, the other gathered it as it emerged from the tunnel. On the opposition put-in, the rover blocked and obstructed to his heart’s content, effectively putting extra pressure on the opposing side’s backs. The rover, it seems, was the hybrid of a modern scrum-half and blind-side flanker.


Scotland’s selectors faced a conundrum. How should they select their team to face the New Zealanders? At first they plumped for five threequarters with only seven men in the scrum. It was a recipe for disaster predicted old internationals in the match previews. Then, on the eve of the game, Dr Nolan Fell, a New Zealander who had been a dashing Edinburgh University wing in the 1901 and 1903 Scottish Triple Crown sides, declined to play against his countrymen and caused a last-minute change to plans. The Scots replaced him with an extra half-back barely an hour before kick-off, but stuck to their original decision to field seven forwards, thereby matching the New Zealand pack formation.


The match was surrounded by dramatic incidents. The Scottish Union originally refused to recognise it as a cap international and clearly underestimated the pulling power of the tourists. Such was the demand for admission to the ground that the attendance set a new Inverleith record with the entire gate money going to the New Zealanders. Apart from the late withdrawal of Fell, Scotland also had to make a late pack change when Hugh Monteith was injured. Then the charabanc carrying the Scottish side from the team’s hotel to the Inverleith ground crashed when one of the horses drawing it slipped on an icy surface.


The great match eventually kicked-off on a frost-bound surface. Scotland, with seven new men, made a lively contribution to a thrilling match. They were far from disgraced by the all-conquering invaders from New Zealand and actually led 7-6 until five minutes from time, before the All Blacks maintained their unbeaten tour record with two late scores to win 12-7. All agreed they were deserving winners, but ‘Darkie’ Bedell-Sivright led his side with courage and enjoyed the plaudits of the All Blacks who were particularly impressed by Pat Munro, Ernest Simson and Louis Greig, the three Scottish half-backs, by John MacCallum – a try-scorer – among the pack, and by the 17-year-old debutant, KG (Kenneth) MacLeod, in the threequarter line.


Charlie Stuart: Scotland commenced with rare dash and New Zealand had to defend for all they were worth. After fifteen minutes’ play Greig passed to ED Simson who dropped a goal. Five minutes later New Zealand scored an unconverted try and the struggle developed in intensity [and] GW Smith got a try in the corner. Just before the interval LM MacLeod kicked ahead. Instantly the forwards were up and touched down, KG MacLeod failing to add the extra points.


The second half was crowded with incident and was fast and furious. Five minutes from the end it looked as if Scotland might win. LM MacLeod tried to drop a goal. The ball went wide to GW Smith who ran the whole length to score a wonderful try. New Zealand scored again in the closing minutes and thus ended one of the fastest and best matches ever played. Scotland took great credit from the game [holding] the All Blacks to the closest result [12-7] of their tour to that date.


George Lamond (Scotland 1899-1905, 3 caps): The wing forward game, as we have seen it played here during the [New Zealand tour], has not been a very edifying spectacle, nor one of instruction either. There can be no doubt that more than half the job a wing-forward is on the field for is to wilfully obstruct, but till the New Zealanders arrived here one has never seen any who wilfully obstructed the opposing half-backs. The formation of our visitors, if copied, will do a lot to throw all our sides hopelessly out of gear for the next couple of seasons.


MacLeod was the hero of Scotland’s win against the Original Springboks exactly a year later. This time the Scottish Union were fully prepared for the Box Office draw of the early tour sides and rented Old Hampden Park in Glasgow for the occasion. A record crowd of 30,000 turned out to see a watertight defence flanked by wings of genuine pace behind a vigorous pack launch the most successful rugby season in Scotland’s thirty-six-year rugby history. The tourists were beaten by two second-half scores in muddy conditions and the try by MacLeod, who according to legend had been first considered for Scottish honours as young as 15, came from a clever cross-kick by Pat Munro. Showing tremendous speed ‘K.G.’ caught the kick and danced across Hampden’s muddy terrain for what one journalist described as an ‘impossible try.’ Scotland added the Triple Crown later that season with half-back pairings drawn from Greig, Munro and Simson taking turns to direct Scottish victories in which Alex Purves on the left-wing crossed for tries in each match.


MacLeod, idolised across the Home Unions, retired aged just twenty-one shortly afterwards at the request of his father, a decision precipitated by the tragic sudden death from appendicitis of his brother L.M. (Lewis,) who was also an internationalist. ‘KG’s’ brief career had lit up the game like a bright meteor on a clear night, but with his passing from the scene Scottish rugby slipped into darkness.


Jock Wemyss: Many who saw him will claim that KG MacLeod was Scotland’s greatest threequarter in this century, and he had a unique record. Capped against New Zealand in 1905 before he was eighteen years of age, he played ten times for Scotland and retired before he was 21. He will always be remembered for the historic try he scored against South Africa at Hampden Park in 1906 when he took a high cross-field punt in full flight and raced past the Springbok fullback, Marsburg.


Charlie Stuart: The match [between Scotland and the first Springboks] will be remembered when most others are forgotten. Scotland won by two tries to nil. KG MacLeod’s wonderful try tends to obscure all else in the game, particularly the play of Scotland’s forwards, which has never been surpassed.


Jock Wemyss: That was South Africa’s only international defeat in four visits to Europe. Scotland had a powerful team when that memorable triumph was achieved. Against South Africa nearly every forward could be rated a ‘giant’ of his day, in ability if not in stature, and most of the backs were great players.


In the pack were such formidable scrummagers as ‘Darkie’ Bedell-Sivright, WP ‘Bummer’ Scott, Ian Geddes – he always ceremoniously took off his scrum-cap when taking a kick at goal – John MacCallum and Louis Speirs, while behind them were KG MacLeod, Tennant Sloan, Pat Munro and Alec Purves.


Playing the typical Scottish forward game of long ago, the home forwards wheeled and dribbled their side to victory on a wet pitch which suited them admirably.


The highlight of the game was a classic try scored by MacLeod, a Cambridge Triple Blue and an ‘even-timer’ on the track. He took the ball going full out and just beat an attempted tackle by the South African fullback who, like one or two colleagues, had suffered injury in attempting to check the fiery rushes of the Scottish forwards.


Tennant Sloan (Scotland 1905-09, 7 caps): Oh, I saw it [Pat Munro’s cross-kick for the try against the Springboks] all right and ran for it but couldn’t get near it. It was only MacLeod’s tremendous pace that allowed him to get under the ball and then he caught it safely at full pace.




THREE


CONTROVERSY AND DECLINE


1889-1907


As the new century rolled towards double figures, Scotland’s rugby stock declined. Their administrators were sidetracked by disagreements relating to payments made to touring teams and there were divisions over selection of overseas students, while the entries on the playing record up to the war showed more defeats than victories in a period that was devoid of Championship titles. It was a miserable time to be a follower of Scottish rugby.


The Scottish Union, sticklers to rugby’s guiding tenets outlawing professionalism, harboured reservations about the financial aspects of touring. They had handed over considerable sums to the Original All Blacks and Springboks in 1905 and 1906 as part of an agreement for staging the international matches, but when the accounts for these tours were eventually published by the London-based Rugby Union (in 1908), eyebrows were raised at the amounts given to the visitors for personal expenses. Such payments, the Scottish Union contended, were contrary to the principles of amateurism and the Union dug its heels in: no Scots (or Irish players) took part in the British tour to Australia and New Zealand in the summer of 1908 and when the Wallabies made their maiden visit to Britain in 1908-09, no fixtures were offered by Scotland (or Ireland).


The Scottish Union brought issues with the Rugby Union to a head by threatening to cancel the 1909 Calcutta Cup match. At length, the matter went to the International Board and the dispute was resolved barely a month before the match was due to take place, the Board creating a Four Home Unions Committee whose remit was to deal with administrative arguments and future touring matters.


The political controversy, it was said, heightened interest in the England-Scotland match at Richmond where Scotland enjoyed one of their best days, winning 18-8 and bringing to six the number of successive wins on English soil. The day was one of personal triumph for the West of Scotland half-back, James Tennent. He scored two of the Scottish tries and, with his partner and skipper, George Cunningham, completely dominated the match. Scotland’s run of success in England was at an end however, for two years later, on their first visit to the Rugby Union’s new ground at Twickenham, they were beaten by a resurgent English side. Scots will not need reminding that only four wins have been achieved there in the hundred-plus years since, rendering the RFU’s headquarters nothing less than a graveyard for Scottish rugby hopes.


Charlie Stuart: JM Tennent played for Scotland in all internationals [in 1909]. I was capped against Ireland and was travelling reserve against Wales and England. It was a great season for Tennent. It was largely through his individual brilliance that England were beaten at Richmond. Not only did he score two wonderful tries, but time and again he bottled up the English attack.


Jock Wemyss: It is impossible to single out a ‘best-ever’ [forward] over a long period in which there have been so many changes in method and style of play, but the greatest I have seen before specialisation became the vogue was John MacCallum of Watsonians. [He} was Scotland’s most-capped forward with twenty-six international appearances before John Bannerman created the native record in the 1920s, and he had only three games against France. He was an outstanding leader and a man of few words: ‘Harder, boys,’ was the most he ever said.


Bill Kyle and Jock Scott were also great forwards prior to 1914. Some Borderers maintain Kyle ranks as the finest forward ever produced by the district. He was a particularly good lineout player and a grand dribbler.


Jock Scott was the finest footballer playing forward in my early days. He could run like a top-class threequarter. I saw him, when I was a callow youth watching at Inverleith, run nearly the length of the pitch through the Ireland side – when he was playing as emergency fullback.


France had popped their rugby heads above the international parapet in 1906, kicking off their Test record by going over the top against the All Blacks and later England. Wales engaged them for the first time in 1908, Ireland followed in 1909 and Scotland were the last of the Home Unions to offer them a fixture, in 1910, making the annual round-robin of international matches a Five Nations tournament for the first time. Scotland’s attitude to the early French matches was patronising to say the least. The Scottish Union refused to recognise the early matches as having cap status and the annual January fixtures were originally considered as nothing more than an extra ‘trial’ game for the more demanding rigours to come against the Home Unions. ‘Charlie’ Stuart remembered the first game with France as being notable for ‘the latitude’ the referee showed the novices, but the year later those so-called novices turned experts, springing the biggest upset of international rugby up to that time by beating another experimental Scottish team 16-15 in Paris. It was France’s first international rugby win.


The next Scottish visit to Paris two years later ended in tumult. The partisan French crowd became so incensed by the English referee’s decisions during a 21-3 defeat in which Bill Stewart scored a hat-trick of tries that a riot developed at the end of the game and the much-abused official had to be escorted from the ground by mounted police. The incident caused such a furore that the fixture for 1914 was cancelled.


In between, Scotland had failed to repeat their glorious win of 1906 against the touring Springboks. A South African team which won all five of its European Tests on their tour during the winter of 1912-13 – the first overseas side to enjoy such a Grand Slam – beat the Scots 16-0 at Inverleith. A four-tries-to-nil defeat hardly told an accurate story of the match, for by all accounts the visitors were a much faster outfit than their hosts and only ‘Wattie’ Sutherland showed that he had the pace to match the speedy Springboks. It was his tackling in defence that limited Scotland’s margin of defeat.


All the matches against Wales from 1908 to 1914 were lost, and only three were won against both Ireland and England in the same period. Many of the English matches, however, were memorable affairs. Even in his dotage Charlie Stuart remembered the first Scottish visit to Twickenham in 1911. The ground was then in the middle of nowhere, he recalled, and it was only after a mystery tour through garden allotments and the remains of the orchard from which the RFU had developed it that the Scottish team finally found an entrance. History might have taken a different turn, too, had George Cunningham not lost his pants in a tackle when the English goal, a certain five points and a drawn game were but a dive away. But Scotland lost 13-8 and Twickenham remains a bogey ground to this day.


John MacCallum, in the last of his record-breaking twenty-six matches for Scotland, was the toast of his nation in 1912 when he inspired his side to their last Calcutta Cup win for thirteen years. Late in the game Charles Usher, who was making his debut, capitalised on a poor English pass to pounce for the winning try that MacCallum converted for an 8-3 win. More than 25,000 crammed in to Inverleith for a match that ‘Wattie’ Sutherland described as the most exciting he ever played in for Scotland, and the same number attended at Twickenham the year later when England carried off their first Grand Slam with a 3-0 win against Scotland. Despite the tight score-line, Scotland were outplayed and only luck and the outstanding defensive skills of Sutherland (again) saved Scotland from a bigger defeat.


Charlie Stuart: Scotland was the last of the home countries to take the field against [France]. Negotiations, however, had been going on and on 22 January 1910 France came to Inverleith. There was much speculation as to how the French would fare but the Scottish selectors took no chances and chose a strong side. That ‘caps’ were not awarded did not lessen the importance of the meeting. The Union for some peculiar reason was carrying out a principle laid down earlier when it was decided ‘caps’ should go only to those who played against the home countries.


The football shown by the French was a trifle disappointing, the forwards did not play as a team and the passing behind was slow and mostly ineffective. Redeeming features were the keenness and pace of the whole team, but all were prone to get offside and tackle opponents who had not the ball. They were allowed a lot of latitude which later raised the question whether it is better to permit a team to ignore the laws of the game with the idea of making a more equal match or be severe in order to teach them more speedily what must be learned sooner or later.


All [our] forwards, however, had much to commend them and proved too skilful and powerful for the Frenchmen who were beaten 27-0.


Walter Sutherland (Scotland 1910-14, 13 caps): Season 1909-10: I played in all the Scottish Trial Games, and was chosen for the Scottish team against Wales and England. The game against Wales was my first, and my clubmate WE Kyle’s, his last. He was the oldest and I was the youngest player in the side. I played right wing to AW Angus in Wales, and left wing to J.Pearson against England; we were beaten in both games.


Jock Wemyss: On New Year’s Day, 1911, France created the biggest surprise this century by beating Scotland. To be sure, it was only by the narrowest possible margin, 16-15, but the result shook the other countries at home and abroad. I can recall that shattering blow by France and when the result first appeared in the papers all Scotland was convinced it was a misprint.


No one would believe that such a catastrophe could happen, even in Paris! Maybe the Scottish side was not regarded as particularly strong but, with such great players included as WR Sutherland, J Pearson, P Munro, JC MacCallum, JMB Scott and FH Turner, it hardly seemed possible that France could win.


For my early education as a young player I owed a lot to Wales. The first I saw of Welsh rugby was the international at Inverleith in 1911 which Wales handsomely won 32-10. Maybe it did not provide my first inspiration to try and become a reasonably good player – after all, when I had switched from soccer the previous year I had seen Scotland’s home games, the first internationals I had watched, against France and England.


However, the first thing I remember about that Welsh victory was that Scotland with three new caps in an experimental back division as a result of a shock defeat by France in Paris were soon handicapped by injury.


JM Macdonald, one of the new wings – the other was a schoolboy, DM Grant of Elstow – went off for good, so with JMB Scott taken from the pack to fill the vacancy the powerful Welsh forwards got completely on top and the backs went on the rampage.


Scotland had recalled the once-great Pat Munro as stand-off to the new scrum-half, Frank Osler, a South African. But Munro had been overseas for five years and the Scottish pair behind beaten forwards were completely outplayed.


With one quarrel settled, the Scottish Union soon found itself drawn into another, a domestic issue this time. The high academic reputations of Glasgow and Edinburgh’s University medical and dental schools, like those of the London hospitals, made them magnets for Commonwealth students. South African, Australian and New Zealand medics converged on the leading cities. It was not surprising, then, that those with Scottish blood connections and possessed of natural talent for rugby soon caught the eyes of the Scottish Union’s selection committee. Frank Osler, whose nephew Bennie became a famous Springbok after the First World War, ‘Beak’ Steyn and ‘Mike’ Dickson, the Oxford Rhodes-scholar, were noted South Africans capped; while Bill Stewart from Tasmania, who ran Hawick’s Walter Sutherland a close second as Scotland’s fastest wing of the period, and New Zealanders Colin Gilray, Andrew Lindsay and Donald Macpherson were London-based students similarly honoured. But their selection, often at the expense of home-grown talent, created division among the country’s rugby clubs, particularly in the Borders.


Hawick, Gala and Melrose, no longer fledgling clubs, were now turning out high-calibre players and challenging the dominance that Edinburgh, Glasgow and London Scottish had enjoyed in the early years of the game in Scotland. Tom Scott and Bill Kyle of Hawick were as good a pair of forwards as any produced by Scotland at the turn of the century, while Sutherland, the Hawick flyer, was Scotland’s best all-round threequarter in the lean years leading up to 1914. Why should imported talent be recognised ahead of home-grown brilliance, Border men enquired. It was a conundrum that was never properly solved and rumbled on for the best part of the next forty years.


The debate was most intense early in 1913 when ‘Wattie’ Sutherland, the darling threequarter of the Borders and by then a fixture in the Scottish line, was inexplicably omitted for the Welsh match. The Borders press railed against the SRU, calling their decision to slight Sutherland as ‘nothing short of contemptible.’ George Will, a Cambridge student, and Stewart, the Australian medic studying at the London Hospital, were the original wing choices. Even the capital’s Edinburgh Evening Dispatch didn’t pull its punches. ‘Not since the 1890s has there been so much indignation raised in Hawick as has this week been provoked by the omission of WR Sutherland from the Scottish side to play Wales,’ it thundered. The storm eventually blew over when Will cried off injured, Sutherland was reinstated and went on to enjoy what he later called his best season as an international player.


Despite the disputes and disappointments, Scotland still managed to produce players worthy of a place in any team of all the talents. Jock Wemyss of Gala was a forward in the Border tradition who, with his West of Scotland contemporary Charlie Stuart, became a noted writer on Scottish rugby and whose recollections illuminate this period of the nation’s rugby history. Packing down with them were illustrious players such as John MacCallum, a respected captain who eschewed iron fist leadership to encourage his packs with a velvet glove; his successor as captain Freddie Turner who was Scotland’s earliest specialist hooker; Charles Usher, a forward of immense strength and courage; George Maxwell, the tallest man to play for Scotland before the Great War; and ‘Jock’ Scott, who stood out for his rare handling skills at a time when Scottish forwards were still primarily expected to shine with the ball at their feet. Scott’s traits were attributed to his education at Sedbergh School in the Lake District where, it was reasoned, he was more likely to be expert at the English forward game. The detail didn’t seem to trouble the Scottish selection panel, for he was a regular fixture in the national side between 1907 and 1913.


By 1911 Scotland were regularly choosing specialist half-backs and among the earliest experts were Pat Munro (as a stand-off after a chunk of his rugby career had been lost to civil service overseas) and Eric Milroy (at scrum-half). To the quick as lightning Sutherland and Stewart in the threequarter line could be added snappy runners like Hugh Martin, ‘Gus’ Angus, ‘Jimmy’ Pearson, Bill Purves and George Will, while Douglas Schulze, Dickson, despite being profoundly deaf, and William (‘Willie’) Wallace exuded coolness under pressure to shine out as beacons of dependability as the nation’s leading fullbacks of the period.


Jock Wemyss: The first South African I saw play for Scotland was FL Osler, the Edinburgh University scrum-half, who appeared against France and Wales in 1911. Osler’s selection at a time when Eric Milroy was a star player caused quite a rumpus, and so did the capping of SSL Steyn against England in 1911 and Ireland the next year.


WM Dickson [of the South African Collegiate School] gained seven caps at fullback in 1912 and 1913, and he played against the Second Springboks.


There is an amusing story about Dickson, who was deaf. At the end of the ‘riot’ match in Paris in 1913, which resulted in Scotland severing relations with France, the crowd swept round the players in an attempt to lay hands on the referee. Dickson, who thought their yelling and whistling was acclaiming Scotland’s 21-3 win, said to Charles Usher: ‘Jolly decent of them to take their licking so well.’


Charlie Stuart: Our first visit to the RFU’s new ground at Twickenham in 1911 was my last game for Scotland. We were unable to find the entrance to the ground and eventually wandered through allotments and scrubland before gaining access!


Jock Wemyss: For Scotland teams, Twickenham has been a ‘Flodden Field’. But for a strong English hand and a yielding pair of white flannel shorts there might have been no bogy as far as Scotland is concerned.


When the first Calcutta Cup match was played at Twickenham [in 1911] England won 13-8. That was how the score stood when the incident I mention occurred. In a strong Scottish attack, George Cunningham who was playing centre, broke clean through towards the goal-posts. It was an almost certain five points for Scotland but for that tearing grip. In those days players’ dress was not as complete as it is in modern times, and as the Scot did not feel he could proceed to glory in only a jersey and stockings, he discreetly, as one might say, ‘went to ground’. Scotland were thus beaten on their first visit to Twickenham.


The next match [at Twickenham in 1913] was a thriller which England won by a try to nothing. Scots remember that game for the wonderful defensive play by WR Sutherland. An injury compelled a helpless Loudon-Shand to move to the wing. Sutherland played centre and how he accomplished the tremendous task of covering such a great wing as Poulton-Palmer and Coates is a story told by old men to young boys in Hawick to this day.


Charlie Stuart: As a player, [John] MacCallum has never been excelled in any country; he was the complete footballer and as much at home in the threequarter line as in the pack. JMB Scott was almost equally good. At an early age he went from Edinburgh Academy to Sedbergh and on his return was a footballer more of the English than the Scottish type, in that he was abler with his hands than his feet.


Jock Wemyss: Another great forward was Charles Usher. In his first international he scored the winning try against England at Inverleith in 1912 and, if memory serves, John MacCallum, playing in his last game, converted it from a wide angle.


Walter Sutherland: 1911-12: I was captain of Hawick that year and had a good season. I played for Scotland against France, Wales and England. I played right wing to Angus against France and Wales, and right wing to W Burnet against England. I scored twice against France, and once against England. We beat France and England, and lost to Wales. The game against England was most the exciting ever played in. MacCallum and Scottish forwards won the game.


Jock Wemyss: On November 23, 1912, Billy Millar’s Springboks amply avenged [the 1906] defeat, for they won at Inverleith 16-0. Douglas Morkel, giant forward and famous kicker, made the Inverleith crowd gasp when he took a penalty shot at goal. The mark was ten yards inside the South African half and close to the touch-line near the Press Box, and the kick was taken towards the Ferry Road end.


The ball just missed the posts high up, sailed over the crowd out of the ground and landed on the road! It was the most colossal kick I have seen and the carry must have been not an inch less than 90 yards.


Almost the only memory of Scotland’s vain struggle in that game was a great run by Wattie Sutherland.


Walter Sutherland: 1912-13: That was my best season. I captained the South of Scotland against the North and I played for Scotland against South Africa, France, Wales, Ireland and England – I was the only threequarter to play in all the Internationals.


Jock Wemyss: It was at Cardiff Arms Park, with three others who like myself were just out of their ‘teens I was one of nine new caps in the 1914 Scottish team to play Wales in our first match of that season.


Because of our lack of experience we got a lesson all right and were trounced 24-5. There was, however, some excuse for our heavy defeat. The half-backs originally chosen, E Milroy and TC Bowie of Watsonians who were internationals, had to be replaced by new caps AS Hamilton and AT Sloan. That was unfortunate enough since Hamilton and Sloan hardly knew each other and had never played together before. But the selectors who at that time were the entire Union Committee of seven and who had sprung a surprise when those chose Wattie Sutherland of Hawick, a first-class experienced wing to play for a first time at centre, made a quite astonishing late change in the pack.


Shortly before noon on the day of the match JB McDougall stood down because of a chill. We had lunch and changed in our hotel, and at a brief team-talk before walking across to the ground Roy Gallie of Glasgow Academicals was stripped and ready to fill the vacancy. But, to my amazement at least, when we got to the pavilion there among us was Archie Symington, the Cambridge forward, and not Gallie.


Yet despite all the uncertainty about the team we made a wonderful start. Only minutes after the kick-off we heeled from a scrum, the ball flashed along the threequarter line to WA Stewart, the Tasmanian sprinter, who rounded Jack Bancroft [the Welsh fullback] and other defenders at a great pace and scored behind the posts. AD ‘Podger’ Laing converted and we saw visions. But not for long. Quite soon Sutherland badly sprained an ankle. He was moved to the wing and JG Will came in to the centre. Maybe our captain David Bain made a mistake in allowing Sutherland to remain on the field for he was completely crippled, and also in switching Will, for he had no experience as a centre.


Anyway, although Wales did not manage to cross the Scottish line before the interval, they played on our weakness in the second half and piled up the points.


What remains in my mind was the hectic forward battle and I had never been in anything like it. The Welsh pack led by the Rev Alban Davies and known as ‘The Terrible Eight’ was, I think, the toughest I ever played against. I remember at the interval watching in astonishment while they all had their faces liberally sponged with cold water as if being brought back to life. They did not need reviving, and a lesson I learned as the result of an incident in which I was involved just before half-time was that a prudent thing for me to do for the rest of the game would be to shelter as much as possible behind our huge George Maxwell who was bigger than any of our opponents. But I count it as something that I played against ‘The Terrible Eight’ and survived.


The 1914 Calcutta Cup game was the last international staged in the UK before the war and was considered the most exciting of the series played up to that time. England, on course for back-to-back Grand Slams, appeared at 16-6 to be coasting to the Triple Crown before Scotland staged a miraculous recovery and nearly snatched the match out of the fire before finally going down 16-15. Five months later came War and with it a six-year gap in international battles as the Home Unions, France and the Dominions linked arms to face a bigger battle that would change the world.


Charlie Stuart: The 1914 [Calcutta Cup] game, the last match prior to the war, was one of the finest ever played. Poulton-Palmer and JHD Watson, who was reserve for Scotland in the 1911 game at Twickenham, were magnificent in the English centre.


Jock Wemyss: A great Calcutta Cup match was played at Inverleith [in] 1914, still regarded by those who saw it as a classic, and memorable because of the fighting finish by Scotland who, after apparently being well beaten, only lost 16-15.


England had a splendid team [and], with the end drawing near, led 16-6. Then Scotland rallied and from a pass whipped out by E Milroy to his partner TC Bowie, the stand-off added four points from a dropped goal. There followed the most thrilling score of the match. Bowie went on the blind-side and sent JG Will away near midfield with CN Lowe [his marker] in close pursuit. What a race, but it was a try for Will, and FH Turner’s conversion left England winners, but only by the narrowest margin.




FOUR


THE GREAT WAR


1914-1918


Scottish rugby players showed little hesitation volunteering to serve King and country when War broke out in August 1914 and their clubs were to pay a particularly heavy price. Historians of the Gala, Hawick, Heriot’s FP, Jedforest and London Scottish clubs have reckoned that more than 750 of their club members signed up for active service, of whom nearly 200 were either killed in action or died of wounds before 1919 – a staggering attrition rate.


International players, too, featured prominently among rugby’s war-dead; of the thirty who had taken part in the Calcutta Cup match of March 1914, the last international played on British soil before the outbreak of War, eleven made the ultimate sacrifice. In all, thirty-one Scotland internationalists – more than any other rugby-playing country – were killed in action, lost or died of wounds.


Among them were Ronnie Simson, a London Scottish centre who had scored a try in Scotland’s first visit to Twickenham in 1911 and who was among the first division of servicemen to leave England for France in August 1914. He was an Edinburgh Academy pupil who embarked on a military career at the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst as a teenager in 1910. He subsequently became the first rugby international from the Home Unions to perish, killed in action – ‘before a trench had been dug,’ noted one writer years later – when a shell exploded near him on the Aisne in September 1914. He had celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday only the week before he died.


The 1914-18 conflict was the first to feature extensive aerial warfare and among the earliest students to volunteer for active service was the patriotically named William Wallace, the holder of four Scottish caps when he vacated his study at King’s College, Cambridge, gazetted to the Rifle Brigade in August 1914. Some sources state that he was the first undergraduate to volunteer. After ground service on the Aisne and in the notorious Ploegsteert Wood he was assigned to the Royal Flying Corps as an observer and died when he was shot down by anti-aircraft gunfire at Sainghin, near Lille, in August 1915. The noted rugby critic of the day, E.H.D.Sewell, described him as having ‘no superior as a fullback in the United Kingdom during 1912-14,’ a glowing reference to a player whose opponents would have included experienced double Grand-Slammers Bill Johnston (England teams of 1913 and 1914) and Jack Bancroft (Welsh sides of 1909 and 1911).


Wallace was one of half-a-dozen Scottish caps in that 1914 Calcutta Cup match killed. Among the other legends in that fifteen who lost their lives were the skipper Eric Milroy, a victim of the Somme in July 1916, and pack-leader Freddie Turner who had captained Scotland the year before. He was lost at Kemmel in France in January 1915, prompting his old Oxford University and Liverpool club colleague Ronnie Poulton-Palmer, who had been England’s captain at Inverleith in 1914, to write of Turner’s role in that epic game as follows: ‘Those who saw last year’s Scotland v England match could realise what an anxiety to his opponents his peculiarly infectious power of leading was. His play was hard and straight, and never have I seen him the slightest bit perturbed or excited, and in this fact lay the secret of his great power of control.’ Poulton-Palmer, too, fell in action barely three months after his old friend.


Wattie Sutherland missed the Inverleith match of March 1914 through an ankle injury sustained against Wales at Cardiff a month earlier. It ruled him out for the rest of the internationals, but by August 1914 he was fighting fit and ready to enlist in the Lothians & Borders Yeomanry before later transferring to the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders and serving in France. He survived a bout of dysentery but, returning to the front with a commission in the Seaforth Highlanders, was killed at Hulluch in October 1918 – the last of the thirty-one Scottish internationalists to die in action.


Much has been written about the players who gave up their lives in the so-called ‘War to end all Wars,’ and quite rightly, too, but one hears little of the war experiences of men like John MacCallum, Scotland’s try-scorer against the 1905 All Blacks and the man who led them to victory in the 1912 Calcutta Cup match. His was the story of a conscientious objector who seems to have been completely shunned by the Scottish Union after the War.


MacCallum was a son of the manse and became a doctor by profession. He qualified from Edinburgh University as the most distinguished surgery graduate of his year and after stints in Edinburgh, Liverpool and London became Medical Officer for Health in Argyllshire. But in 1916 he refused to serve and for his strong moral stance against the conflict, a belief ‘born of genuine humanitarian beliefs’ according to a contemporary, he went to gaol in Perth for more than a hundred days before he was released to undertake labouring duties on a Home Office scheme.


It was customary for distinguished former Scottish internationalists to be elected to the Union once their playing days were over, and many former captains –many with less exalted playing records than his – later reached high office as members of the Union. Not so Dr MacCallum who led his country five times and held the Scottish cap record for more than a decade: his name is noticeably absent from the list of distinguished former players on the Presidential roll.


ROLL OF HONOUR 1914-1918


SIMSON, Ronald Francis (‘Ronnie’) (Scotland 1911) KIA in the Battle of the Aisne, September 14, 1914.


HUGGAN, James Laidlaw (Scotland 1914) KIA in the Battle of the Aisne, September 16, 1914.


ROSS, James (Scotland 1901-03) Missing presumed KIA killed in action at Messines, October 31, 1914.


ROBERTSON, Lewis (Scotland 1908-13) Died of wounds at Ypres, November 3, 1914


TURNER, Frederick Harding (‘Freddie’) (Scotland 1911-14) KIA near Kemmel, France, January 10, 1915.


PEARSON, James (Scotland 1909-13) KIA at Hooge, Belgium, May 22, 1915.


BAIN, David McLaren (Scotland 1911-14) KIA at Festubert, France, June 3, 1915.


YOUNG, Eric Templeton (Scotland 1914) KIA at Gallipoli, June 28, 1915.


CHURCH, William Campbell (Scotland 1906) KIA at Gallipoli, June 28, 1915.


BLAIR, Patrick Charles Bentley (Scotland 1912-13) KIA at Ypres, July 6, 1915.


WALLACE, William Middleton (Scotland 1913-14) Killed near Sainghin, France, August 22, 1915.


BEDELL-SIVRIGHT, David Revell (‘Darkie’) (Scotland 1900-08) Died of blood poisoning at Gallipoli, September 5, 1915.


DICKSON, Walter Michael (‘Mike’) (Scotland 1912-13) KIA Loos, September 26, 1915.


DODS, John Henry (Scotland 1895-97) Killed on hms Natal when it blew up at Cromarty, December 30, 1915.


HOWIE, David Dickie (Scotland 1912-13) Died of wounds, Gallipoli, January 19, 1916.


ROSS, Andrew (Scotland 1905-09) KIA Flanders, April 6, 1916.


WILSON, John Skinner (Scotland 1908-09) Killed on hms Indefatigable when it was sunk in the Battle of Jutland, May 31, 1916.


ABERCROMBIE, Cecil Halliday (Scotland 1910-13) KIA when hms Defence was blown up during the Battle of Jutland, May 31, 1916.


FRASER, Rowland (Scotland 1911) KIA on the Somme, July 1, 1916.


MILROY, Eric (‘Puss’) (Scotland 1910-14) KIA on the Somme, July 18, 1916.


WILL, John George (Scotland 1911-13) Missing presumed killed near Arras, March 25, 1917.


NELSON, Thomas Arthur (Scotland 1898) KIA at Arras, April 9, 1917.


FORREST, Walter Torrie (Scotland 1903-05) KIA at Gaza, April 19, 1917.


WADE, Albert Luvian (Scotland 1908) KIA at Arras, April 28, 1917.


HENDERSON, James Young Milne (Scotland 1911) KIA at Flanders, July 31, 1917.


CAMPBELL, John Argentine (Scotland 1900) Died of wounds in Germany, December 2, 1917.


STEYN, Stephen Sebastian Lombard (‘Beak’) (Scotland 1911-12) KIA in Palestine, December 12, 1917.


LAMOND, George Alexander Walker (Scotland 1899-1905) Died in Colombo from illness contracted in Mesopotamia, February 25, 1918.


HUTCHISON, William Ramsay (Scotland 1911) KIA at Arras, March 22, 1918.


GORDON, Roland Elphinstone (Scotland 1913) Died of wounds, France, August 30, 1918.


SUTHERLAND, Walter Riddell (‘Wattie’) (Scotland 1910-14) KIA at Hulluch, October 4, 1918.




FIVE


CHARIOTS ON FIRE


1920-1924


Peace, and with it longing for home and a return to civilian life, dominated the hopes of the young men who suffered the hardships of life in the trenches, at sea and in the air during the Great War. When the Armistice came, the pursuit of leisure activities returned to engage young minds and soon the rugby men of Scotland were back in action. For veterans like Charles Usher, ‘Jenny’ Hume, Gus Angus and Jock Wemyss, who had all been capped before the war, international rugby matches were familiar rituals and they relished renewing old friendships and establishing new ones with the young players that had kept rugby in Scotland going between 1914 and 1918.


The match results of the post-war years were immaterial; that rugby rivalries at international level were resumed with Scotland’s match in Paris against France in January 1920 was reason enough to celebrate. For Scottish supporters there was the pleasure of seeing their team emerge as Grand Slam contenders in that first Championship season after the war. A defeat at Twickenham was the only blot on Scotland’s copybook and three wins were sufficient to guarantee a share of the first post-war Five Nations title in a season.


Jock Wemyss: By the time the First World War had ended and internationals were resumed in 1920, past differences between Scotland and France had been forgotten. In those days the two countries played the first fixture in the Championship on New Year’s Day. Scotland, waiving her right to play at home, won by a goal to nil. Before the match there was an appeal in the papers for better behaviour by the spectators, particularly towards the referee who was FC Potter-Irwin of England. He, of course, like most of us who were playing, had heard how John Baxter [the referee in 1913] had to be whisked away to safety. As soon as Potter-Irwin whistled the end of the game the crowd surged across the pitch towards him. I was standing quite near, and if he didn’t turn quite as white as an English jersey he certainly looked a bit apprehensive, for not all his decisions had met with approval. But all was well. Just as we Scottish players were about to rally round we could see what the intention was. Potter-Irwin was hoisted shoulder high and carried off to loud applause. Irrepressible Charles Usher turned to me and said: ‘They must think that he won the match, not us.’


Despite his prisoner-of-war experience Usher returned to the game in 1920, fiery as ever, and led Scotland many times. As a captain, he was brief and to the point in any remarks he made to the team. I remember one of his typical observations in the Irish match at Inverleith in 1920. Right in front of the stand there developed some lively exchanges between the sixteen forwards, who were all fighting furiously for the ball or any unfortunate player holding it. The referee, John Baxter, called Usher and WD Doherty, the Irish captain, and uttered a few well-chosen words to the forwards. He thereafter ordered play to resume from a scrummage, whereupon Usher turned to his forwards and said: ‘All right, boys; take off the kid gloves.’


It was a campaign that saw Finlay Kennedy become the first player capped from the Stewart’s FP club. A goal-kicking forward, converted the only goal of the match with France in Paris, landed two match-winning penalties in a tight match on his home ground at Inverleith against Wales and placed three more there against Ireland before Scotland packed their kit for Twickenham and the Championship showdown with England.


Jock Wemyss: My only appearance in a Calcutta Cup match was at Twickenham in 1920. It was a vital game – we were poised to win the Championship title and the Triple Crown. The Royal Family were in attendance. What I vividly recall about the presentation ceremony were the remarks to us as our officials followed the King. The late Sir Louis Greig [Scotland 1905], Equerry to Prince Albert, was among them and exhortated us to ‘beat the blighters!’


I always thought that our skipper, Charles Usher, made a slip before we went on to the field. We were given two new balls from which to select, one with the usual four panels and the other with eight. The latter was taken, though I urged that it was of no use to our expert goal-kicker, Finlay Kennedy, who had been our match-winner against Wales with two magnificent penalty goals. He had two comparatively easy kicking chances, but he did not hit that eight-panel ball truly, and each time it wobbled past the posts like a demented butterfly.


There were memorable meetings with Wales, too, in the early post-war seasons. Crowds for international matches were growing and, as a consequence, the 1921 match at Swansea suffered, becoming probably the longest international ever staged. Several times the capacity crowd over-spilled boundaries causing the referee to interrupt the game. There was a fifteen-minute stoppage in the second-half when the players had to leave the pitch to enable the police to clear the playing area. It was a break that worked to Scotland’s advantage. Wales were eating into Scotland’s lead and promising to finish stronger when the game was suspended, but the visitors returned refreshed and closed it out with a late score.


Nerve-wracking finishes were the features of the next two matches in the series. Wales rescued the 1922 game at Inverleith from the jaws of defeat to earn a nine-all draw with a last-minute dropped goal that was met with stunned silence. Fortune went Scotland’s way at Cardiff in 1923 when Leslie Gracie, a polished centre with a stunning swerve and subtle change of pace crossed for a last-minute winning try to snatch a rare 11-8 win in the Principality’s capital. The Welsh spectators impressed their visitors with their sportsmanship in defeat that afternoon, carrying Gracie shoulder-high from the field as a mark of respect for his winning performance.


Gracie was one of several threequarters who set Scottish back-play alight with their exceptional speed and talent in the 1920s. Foremost among the pacemen was Eric Liddell, the original ‘chariot of fire’, whose achievements on the track overshadowed his talents as an international rugby wing. He retired from rugby in 1923 to concentrate on athletics after scoring three tries in only seven appearances for Scotland, and enjoyed his finest sporting hour winning Gold at the 1924 Olympics. His last international was at Inverleith against England in 1923 when each side was unbeaten and playing for the Triple Crown. The Scottish Union were overwhelmed by requests for admission to a match attended by more than 30,000 including the Duke of York (later King George VI) and his fiancée, Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon (later the Queen Mother). The visitors rained on Scotland’s parade, winning 8-6 in what one newspaper described as ‘a titanic game’ in which ‘never for a moment did the interest flag.’ It was the eighth Scottish reverse in nine matches with England, but no one blamed Liddell. Indeed, the same reporter was unstinting in his praise: ‘Liddell was magnificent. He thrilled over and over again.’


An even more prolific strike force who would thrill with sensational effect succeeded Liddell and Gracie in 1924 when the Oxford University threequarters, Ian Smith, George Aitken (a former New Zealand captain), Phil Macpherson and the Australian AC ‘Johnnie’ Wallace (who later captained the New South Wales Waratahs) were selected en bloc to face Wales at Inverleith. They were blooded after Scotland had lost unexpectedly in Paris under Gracie’s captaincy. A quartet well-served by its pack and fed by positive halves in Herbert Waddell and Willie Bryce perfected quick, efficient passing movements to create overlaps for the wings to use their pace and power to score tries. Smith, barely a shade behind Liddell for pace, crossed for a hat-trick on his debut and there were tries by Wallace on the other wing and Macpherson, a maturing centre, in a staggering 35-10 victory. Waddell, a rising star at standoff, was outstanding against Ireland with two tries in a 13-8 win that set up another Triple Crown occasion with England. Twickenham, though, remained Scotland’s bogey ground and a team of considerable potential was spooked 19-0 – arguably the most disappointing Scottish result of the inter-war period.


A roll-call of legends toughened Scotland’s scrum in these years. Charles Usher, a natural leader who commanded the respect of players and selectors, George Maxwell, a dominant lineout expert and the ebullient Jock Wemyss formed the nucleus of the pack who laid the foundation for the 1920 Five Nations title. They were forwards in the finest Scottish tradition – hardworking, good with their feet and as hard as nails. Wemyss had lost an eye in the war but always maintained with ironic humour that he played better with only one than he had in 1914 with two. Among the emerging generation, John Bannerman, who entered the lists in 1921, had no superior for robust forward play in the UK and kept his place in the national side for nine seasons, playing thirty-seven successive internationals to create a new Scottish appearance record. He had the knack of driving his colleagues to play above their potential. Typical among these was Doug Davies, a teak-tough Borders farmer who was a natural genius at dribbling the ball and never failed to lift his game when playing at international level. Finally, at a time when the only concessions to forward specialisation were in the middle of the front-row and on the side of the back-row, David Bertram (as hooker) and Jock Lawrie (as a wing-forward) were early experts in a scrum that was encouraged to wheel and break away with the ball at its feet, upholding the conservative but effective traditions of Scottish forward play.


And ‘conservative’ was the adjective regularly used to describe the Scottish approach to rugby after the Great War. Jock Aikman Smith still ruled the Union with a rod of iron – particularly when it came to matters professional. Players had to pay for their jerseys and when Neil Macpherson, a useful Scottish international forward, was the recipient (like his club-mates) of a gold watch after Newport enjoyed an invincible season in 1922-23, the Scottish Union politely suggested that Macpherson return the present. He didn’t and was promptly suspended from Scottish rugby circles. Scottish clubs, moreover, were banned from playing Newport. Aikman Smith brought the matter to the attention of the International Board who outlawed valuable presentations as acts of professionalism before the Scottish Union lifted the suspension on Neil Macpherson. But he was never again invited to play for his country.


Even big, bluff Jock Wemyss couldn’t escape censure in the 1920s. His ‘transgression’ was writing articles about the game, another contravention of the laws relating to professionalism, but when he claimed he had retired from active play, no action was taken. Arguably, though, the biggest blunder made by the Union came in 1924 when they refused to grant any fixtures with the touring All Blacks. Relations were still strained from the expenses row that surrounded the 1905 New Zealand visit and, as a result, Scotland missed a box-office opportunity as well as a genuine chance to create history. The New Zealanders, who won every match of the tour, said their best game was against Oxford University and those fabled Scottish threequarters. Later that winter, Scotland went on to register their first Grand Slam leaving everyone to ponder what might have been had the best two international sides of the year met.


Jock Wemyss: When Scotland beat Wales in 1921 by 14-8 it was the first Scottish win in Wales for twenty-nine years [and] was a big surprise to all Scots. Only a week or two earlier Scotland had been beaten at home by France for the first time, the score at Inverleith being a try to nothing. Not much confidence was felt in the team and there was certainly no expectation that a long run of defeats in Wales would be ended.


It was, however, in a most remarkable game memorable for the then unprecedented crowd scenes. There was plenty of space inside St Helen’s [at Swansea] but the terracing was inadequate, and no sooner had the game begun than the spectators swarmed on to the pitch. Several times play was stopped for as long as five minutes while onlookers were moved back from the touch-lines and in-goal areas. Later there was another long stoppage. The teams left the field and the referee consulted with ‘Jenny’ Hume and Tommy Vile, the captains, about abandoning the game. Eventually, the match was played to a finish, and although Scotland were deserving winners it is a fact that the crowd robbed Wales of a good chance of saving the match.


At half-time Scotland led 11-0 [but] Wales retrieved the position immediately they got the wind [and] Albert Jenkins dropped two goals which then counted four points each. One more and they would have taken the lead. This, however, was too much for the misguided spectators and there came that long second-half break. It gave the hard-pressed Scots a much-needed breather and near the end AT Sloan clinched matters with a scoring run down the wing, but he only got the try by diving among the onlookers who were packed right along the line.


That, however, wasn’t the end of a hectic day for the triumphant Scots. As was the custom then they were going back direct to London after the match. So they had only time to grab their clothes, rush into their bus and catch the train. And on the train they did their washing and changing.


JR ‘Jock’ Lawrie (Scotland 1922-24, 11 caps): I started to play rugby after the First World War. I played as a ‘loose’ forward. I suppose I would be called a wing forward. We didn’t always adhere strictly to our allotted positions in the set scrums. Except for the hooker it was sometimes ‘first up, first down’. Those were the days of forward foot rushes. We forwards didn’t handle the ball. That was the job of the backs. There was none of the smuggling of the ball, and second phase possession. Rucking as such was unknown. I remember one forward, Tom Voyce [the England wing forward], who handled more than he kicked but ‘Feet, forwards, feet!’ was always the cry.


Jock Wemyss: I recall [Phil Macpherson’s] beginning because I played with him for Edinburgh Wanderers. At the beginning of the 1921-22 season he played three games for us before going up to Oxford. As I still then had ideas [about playing for Scotland], I chipped in to say: ‘I’ll see you in Paris on January 1’. And I beat the selectors to it – because I did! He was chosen to play against France with seven other new caps, among them were Eric Liddell, Jock Lawrie, David Bertram and Doug Davies.


Leslie Gracie and Macpherson were our centres and, while our teenager showed the greatest promise, there was no real sign that he was to become such a wonderful player. Nevertheless, he played his part in the attack which enabled Scotland to open the scoring. His inimitable jink made the half-opening, and Gracie gave Arthur Browning just enough room to get outside [the French defence and score.]


As Macpherson had shown he was neither too young nor inexperienced, he played in the other internationals that season, and the selectors showed their confidence in him by picking him as fly-half against Wales and Ireland and then returning him to centre, where he was to make his name.


DS ‘Doug’ Davies (Scotland 1922-27, 20 caps plus 4 caps for the Lions): You didn’t get a cap for playing against France [in 1922], so I didn’t get a cap until the Welsh game. ‘Jenny’ Hume was the scrum-half and Charlie Usher was the captain and a very good captain. I thought an awful lot of Usher. He was Army trained and he had all the players as fit as they possibly could be.


Jock Wemyss was playing. [A Frenchman] had lost an eye in the war and Jock lost an eye in the war. [At the dinner after] John Bannerman and I were sitting across the table and Jock said to the Frenchman: ‘I’ll drink you under the table in ten minutes.’ And this silly fellow, he thought Jock was drinking French wine. He was drinking whisky! Jock won the challenge.


Jock Wemyss: Lubin, one of the French forwards and myself in the Scottish pack had lost an eye in the war. We became close friends. When we were opponents in Paris in 1922 we had a bit of fun over our handicap. Lubin was a big, strong chap and good at the lineout. I suggested to Charles Usher that I might try to keep an eye on him. As we had lost opposite eyes, on one side of the field it was easy to watch the ball and man. On the other, our blind-sides were adjacent, so when watching the ball we had to use other means to ensure there was no sudden switching to another position. We mainly employed our elbows to keep contact. However, the unusual operations in which Lubin and myself were indulging attracted the referee’s attention early in the game and, turning to Usher, he asked: ‘What’s this, Charles?’ ‘Just leave them,’ replied our skipper. ‘It’s a private arrangement: they’re both half-blind.’


JCH ‘Jimmie’ Ireland (Scotland 1925-27, 11 caps): On [Eric Liddell’s] last visit to Scotland he stayed the night with us in Glasgow. He was a delightful fellow. He wasn’t at all a Holy Willie. He was just a nice, good man. He wouldn’t play on the Sabbath but he didn’t make a great deal of it. That was just the way he was and everybody respected him for it


Jock Lawrie: I had quite a short International career but one game still haunts me. It was against Wales at Inverleith in 1922. Wales were favourites to win. We were leading 9-5 when just as the referee was taking a breath to blow the final whistle Wales dropped a goal – four points – and the result was a draw. I can still hear the deathly hush which lay over the whole pitch as we walked off.


Leslie Gracie: The finest game I’ve ever played in was between Wales and Scotland in 1923 at Cardiff. It was early on a cold wet Friday morning that I joined the remainder of the Scotland team at Paddington. It poured with rain all the way down. Scotland had not won at Cardiff for thirty-three years and I remember wondering whether Cardiff Arms Park would live up to its reputation for a big match, and, if so, how our young team, particularly the forwards, would fare against a strong Welsh pack on a slippery ground.


Wales led 3-0 at half-time and it was not long after that Scotland drew level [when] Eric Liddell, zooming along the horizon, picked up the ball at full speed without the slightest check, and ran over in the left corner.
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