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To my children Duncan and Clare


And my long suffering P.A. Joanna




THE FULL-TIME WHISTLE


IT is the back end of February 2018 and I’m heading north on the most familiar journey in a lifetime of ramblings and roamings across the landscape of rugby union: from London to Edinburgh. Or to put it in a more personal way, I’m travelling from the place where I made my home long ago to the place I still regard as home, especially when the annual Calcutta Cup match is dominating the back pages of the newspapers and eating into the broadcast schedules on both television and radio. The two cities are 350 miles apart, give or take, so there is ample time for reflection. And on this day, of all days, two thoughts occur to me. Firstly, I’m thinking that if England play well – really, really well – at Murrayfield come the weekend, they might finish within 20 points of Scotland. I’m not completely sure of my ground on this one, admittedly, but as the Scots have lost all but five of their last 30 fixtures against the great imperial power from across the border, I have good reason to have faith in our cunning ploy of lulling the opposition into a false sense of security. I’ve had dealings with dozens of England players down the years and feel sure they’ll fall for it. They won’t see through us on this occasion.


As for the second thing going through my mind, this has nothing to do with hope or expectation and it certainly doesn’t involve any clutching at straws. The fact of the matter – the cold reality of the situation – is that this will be my final Calcutta Cup commentary for the BBC. Or for anyone else. As I cast my mind back over Scotland–England contests of the recent past, not to mention those played in an age so dim and distant and thoroughly antiquated that we are barely talking about the same sport, I cannot say for sure when I was first handed the microphone and told to get on with painting a word picture for all the millions of poor unfortunates without a ticket. I am, however, absolutely certain that this will be a poignant few days. There will still be a few matches left to me as I move towards retirement after almost half a century of broadcasting, but none remotely like this one. This has the potential for tears, and I’d far rather they be tears of joy at a great Scottish triumph than tears of any other description.


News of my decision to call time on my career has been in the public domain for some weeks and there has been quite a reaction, one way or another. Matt Dawson, a World Cup-winning scrum-half with England and a close BBC colleague for well over a decade, talked to me for an hour, live on the wireless, about my favourite memories: one of which, I took considerable pleasure in pointing out, was of him leading his country to a crushing 19–13 defeat at Murrayfield in 2000, the turn-of-the-century tournament that marked the beginning of the Six Nations era. Even before the airing of that programme, I had received more kind words and best wishes than I could ever begin to count. In the days since, the response has been astonishing. I cannot help thinking back to the very start of my career, when dear Bill McLaren – the finest rugby broadcaster of them all, be it past, present or (I’m willing to bet my last penny) future – suggested I might try my hand at commentary and lit up the way ahead for me. If I’m the subject of this much attention, I wonder, what must it have been like for a true great like Bill?


It is one of the sadder truths of my trade that Bill’s final commentary had taken place somewhere other than his beloved Murrayfield. While he ended his long spell behind the mic with a Scotland match, it was against Wales in Cardiff in 2002. ‘It’s one of the things I got wrong, son,’ he once confessed to me with characteristic humility, even though he’d had the satisfaction of watching blue just about prevail over red on the day of his goodbye. I tried to persuade him to join me and the rest of the BBC radio team at the 2003 World Cup, as he had done at previous tournaments between 1991 and 1999. Sharing those commentaries with him had been among the highlights of my career. But he decided it wasn’t for him – ‘I’ve thought about it, son, and I’m nae doin’ it’ – and concentrated instead on writing his excellent book, Rugby’s Great Heroes and Entertainers. In light of all that, I’m counting my blessings as match day approaches. A farewell to the glories of Calcutta Cup rugby at Murrayfield. How wonderful. Especially as Scotland, to my feverishly patriotic mind at least, are a team of world-beaters in the making!


Unlike Bill, to whom I owe so much, I am going under my own steam, at a time completely of my own choosing. For almost 45 years, my discussions with the BBC’s head of sport had been conducted on a two-year cycle, to cover World Cups and Lions tours. Since 1974, when I made my first Lions trip to South Africa and watched Willie John McBride’s great team rip through Springbok country like wildfire and complete their 22-match itinerary undefeated, I had covered virtually everything worth covering in every corner of the world. Never had it registered with me that I might not fancy another long-haul flight to Auckland or Sydney or Johannesburg. But now it dawned on me, slowly but surely, that the 2019 World Cup in Japan might be a World Cup too far, especially for a man in his mid-70s, and when asked, I found myself saying: ‘No, I don’t think so. 2018 I can do, but that’s my lot.’ 


A World Cup is a very demanding business for a BBC correspondent, because he’s the focal point – the person who has to be on top of the tournament as a whole, not just England’s part in it. And maintaining an accurate overview of 48 matches, the majority of which he’ll be following from some distant media centre or hotel room, is just a little more difficult than falling off a log. In English-speaking countries, you at least have an even-money chance of surviving intact: when everything is being conducted in your own language, it’s undeniably easier to operate at top level – to get to the people you need to see, to arrange visits to training so you can familiarise yourself with players, study their movements and give yourself the best chance of recognising them in the twinkling of an eye when a big match is being contested. Even when France hosted the event in 2007, a number of important fixtures were played in Scotland and Wales, which made it possible for me to base myself in familiar surroundings for decent periods of time. But seven whole weeks in Japan? With one team playing in Higashiosaka, another in Kamaishi and a third in God knows where? With no guarantee of me understanding so much as a syllable of the local television coverage? In theory, it would be a rather romantic thing to bow out over a plate of Sandai Wagyu and a glass of saki. In practice? That’s a different thing entirely. 


Once I’d made the decision to stick with my eight World Cups and leave the ninth to someone else, I did not think for a second about revisiting it. It did, however, ensure that the 2018 Six Nations and the Calcutta Cup date at Murrayfield would have an added emotional charge. 




THOSE PRECIOUS RUPEES


IT is not my intention to make John Jeffrey and Dean Richards feel worse now than they did at the time, or to reopen the case in an effort to put them behind bars. I raise it because there is a reason the original Calcutta Cup is kept under lock and key these days, well out of reach of those players who spend one afternoon a year wrestling each other to the ground in pursuit of it. The oldest prize in rugby is fragile, if not quite as fragile as it was in the early hours of 6 March 1988, after the Scotland flanker JJ and the England No.8 Deano had kissed and made up following a fractious game at Murrayfield by restarting the match in the dark streets of Edinburgh, using the ancient trophy as a replacement ball. It was one thing, back in the time of Queen Victoria and the British Raj, to melt down 270 silver rupees in the casting of the prize – rupees worth scores of thousands of pounds in today’s money. It was quite another to subject it to a panel-beating so severe that by the time the two forwards had finished, it could have been slipped under the hotel room door of the Scottish Rugby Union president and his good lady wife.


A quarter of a century after that rather notorious incident, the Daily Telegraph marked the anniversary by running an amusing resume in which both players offered their considered thoughts on events, as did a variety of characters more tangentially involved. Dean thought the bottle of whisky on each table at the after-match banquet amounted to ‘a recipe for disaster’. For his part, JJ acknowledged that the dinner was a ‘fairly boisterous’ affair. As for Geoff Cooke, the victorious England manager (assuming the V-word is appropriate in connection with a desperately poor game that would not have yielded a try had it lasted a month) – well, he had an interesting take. Geoff didn’t pin the blame on the lavish supply of single malt. Instead, he suggested that the England players had been taken unawares by the haggis and neeps served up by the caterers. Intoxication by sheep’s innards and root vegetables? There’s a radical explanation for you. The manager also pointed out, perhaps with greater justification, that as neither Dean nor JJ were ‘the greatest ball-handlers even when they were sober’, the cup was always going to be at risk once they started passing it, one to the other, as they made their way across a night-shrouded Waverley Bridge.


Unlike the two back-rowers, I never found a way of getting myself banned from the game. (Dean was given a one-match stand-down by the Rugby Football Union, if memory serves; JJ was suspended for six months. Justice moves in mysterious ways, its wonders to perform.) There again, I spent rather less time with my hands on the Calcutta Cup than either of the convicted. I made three appearances in the annual fixture, losing twice before winning at the final attempt. I like to think that I had the last laugh, given that the points aggregate over the trilogy was 23–21 to Scotland, but the frustrating truth of the matter is that we could have won each of the games. Had we done so I’d have spent the last half a century sleeping more easily in my bed, because for a Scottish sportsman, there is no feeling quite as sweet as prevailing over the English.


The sense of rivalry between the two nations was a part of my upbringing in central Edinburgh, where the family home in Great King Street was comfortably close enough to the thronging match-day thoroughfare of Princes Street – and, indeed, to the old Murrayfield, with its towering main stand and mighty banks of terracing – to soak up something of the atmosphere of a big international weekend. My father John, also known as ‘Jock’ unusually enough, was a two-handicap golfer who thoroughly enjoyed his rugby, but when it came to team sport he was more of a football man when you boiled it down. He was a decent centre-forward who made up for his lack of height by packing a powerful shot. In fact, he could shoot off both feet, and his prowess in this department caught the attention of Inverness, a forerunner of Inverness Caledonian Thistle, and he played there as a pure amateur for four years. 


When I was growing up in the 1950s, Scotland’s record of success against England in football was every bit as dire as that of our rugby team in the same decade. But my father was a very happy man when the dam finally burst and results started going the right way in the early ’60s. A year after suffering defeat by the small margin of 9–3, when the England footballers proved themselves capable of scoring goals in greater quantity than their rugby men scored points, the likes of Jim Baxter, Billy McNeill, Denis Law and Ian St John turned things around, embarking on a brief but memorable winning streak that put the broadest of smiles on the face of the Robertson house.


As well as following the fortunes of the national team, he also had a great love for Aberdeen FC and positively revelled in their success under an imported Glaswegian by the name of Alex Ferguson, who managed the team to three league championships, four Scottish cups and a European Cup Winners title in the space of seven seasons. As far as Dad was concerned, Sir Alex, as he is now, was made of different stuff to mere mortals, and I have to say that following a few dealings of my own with him, I’ve arrived at the same conclusion. 


I first came across Alex at a charity golf day on the banks of Loch Lomond in support of the Macmillan nurses, who do such a fantastic job in providing specialist care to cancer sufferers. For one reason or another, he was not best disposed to the BBC at that time, so when he appeared in the bar of the Cameron House hotel for a pre-dinner drink, I was hiding behind a pillar. From my place of concealment, I heard one of the organisers say: ‘Alex, you’ve very kindly agreed to say a few words to the guests. Are you still happy to do so?’ ‘Yes, I’ll give it five minutes.’ ‘Could we press you for 10 minutes, or even 15? We could do it as an interview, if that would make it easier.’ ‘Oh yes, I’d much prefer to be interviewed. Who do you have?’ ‘Well, we have from the BBC …’ There ensued what sounded like a small explosion. ‘No!’ There followed some further detonations. ‘No! No! No! Not the BBC.’ The whole room was shaking. ‘Can I just mention,’ persisted the organiser, brave beyond the call of duty, ‘that it’s the rugby correspondent, Ian Rob …’ ‘Och, no problem,’ said Alex, suddenly calling off the heavy weaponry as I ventured meekly into view. ‘Never met him, but I’m sure he’s a top man. Come here, son.’ He gave me the biggest of hugs and then sat down for the interview. 


Later on, I set the auction in motion by offering, just a little cheekily, something that didn’t exist: namely, a wholly mythical three-year deal with Cristiano Ronaldo, who at that point was about to leave Manchester United. ‘I think £10,000 would be a reasonable starting point,’ I said. ‘£10,000, anyone?’ Alex immediately raised his hand. ‘Could we go to £20,000?’ I asked. ‘No,’ he responded, decisively. ‘Going once, going twice …’ There and then, he sealed the deal for £10,000. I felt obliged to tell him, for the avoidance of doubt, that I’d been joking about Ronaldo. ‘I worked that out, son,’ he replied. Subsequently, I asked Alex if he could help a lad from the Make-A-Wish charity – a 12-year-old from Belfast, terminally ill. The height of his ambition was to see Manchester United play, just once. Might that be at all possible? ‘Nothing’s impossible, son,’ Alex said. ‘How about this weekend? I’ll sort the hotel and make sure there’s a car at the airport.’ And on the day, the manager went to the airport himself, took the lad to the game, made sure he met the players afterwards and sent him off with some famous jerseys as part of a whole bag of souvenirs. Amazing.


Dad was a busy man. After serving as an RAF squadron leader in India during the war he went into banking and worked in London for a while before accepting a job with the Clydesdale Bank and returning to Scotland. He had a wonderful time of it in Edinburgh before, quite late in life, being promoted to manager and relocating to Thurso, which is so far north it might as well be in Scandinavia. 


Meanwhile, my mother Alice contented herself with regular games of tennis – she was a good player, if not quite the female forerunner of Andy Murray – and also indulged her passion for the piano. While she was not a trained musician, she could play wonderfully by ear. I once asked her if it might not be easier to use her fingers, but she didn’t think it a particularly funny joke. Right to the end of her life, she could find her way around a keyboard. Mum spent her final two years in a nursing home in the Golders Green area of North London and one Christmas, spent at my cousin’s house, she decided to go back to her residence immediately after the turkey. ‘No, no,’ we said. ‘There’s pudding to come. And besides, you haven’t provided us with our musical entertainment.’ She told us not to be ridiculous, claiming that she hadn’t touched a piano in 20 years, but she finally relented and served up ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. It was note perfect. When my daughter Clare suggested a follow-up number from the top of what I still call the hit parade – needless to say, I didn’t recognise the title, or anything else in its connection – my mother looked bemused. ‘Tell me how it goes,’ she said. Within a few seconds of Clare humming the tune, she’d worked out how the verse would unfold and made a very good stab at predicting the chorus as well. What a gift. If I could have a wish now, I would love to be blessed with just a little of mum’s innate musical ability. Failing that, I’d settle for being something other than completely tone deaf. Sadly, it’s probably too much to ask.


What I could do, as far back as I can remember, was run with a ball, kick a ball and pass a ball. The ball in question was not always oval-shaped; indeed, I must have been eight or nine before I had any serious brush with rugby. As a very young boy, football was the thing: partly because of my father’s love of it, partly because it was the simplest of games for kids to play whenever they found a patch of grass to themselves. At the grand old age of four and a half I joined the ranks of the infants at George Watson’s School, where there was the occasional opportunity to throw a rugby ball around on a minimal-contact basis. Touch rugby, they call it now, and at this point I should acknowledge that there are those in Scotland – my first Test captain Jim Telfer, His Royal Gruffness, being the most prominent among them – who continue to argue with great passion that I never played anything but touch rugby, even in an international shirt. The only time I succeeded in confusing Jim on this subject was during a game against Argentina in Buenos Aires when, in attempting to minimise contact with the ferocious and unusually substantial Puma centre Alejandro Travaglini, I somehow stumbled into him and brought him crashing to earth just short of our line. Jim, pounding across the field towards us, looked down and shouted: ‘Grrreeeaaatt tackle! Bugger me … it’s you, Robertson!!!’


Entry to the senior school at 11 signalled the start of rugby proper and from there on, it was my preferred sport, with cricket a distant second. Yet even then, the playground was a football arena rather than a rugby one, and if any of us were hanging around after classes had ended for the day, the round ball remained king. My first coach – or at least, the first coach I encountered whose understanding of rugby extended beyond the ability to count to 15 and a vague notion that all-in brawls were meant to be the exception rather than the rule – was Donald Scott. He ran the school’s representative teams in age groups from the mid-teens upwards. More importantly to us budding enthusiasts, he played top-level club rugby for Langholm, an age-old club situated in what is now Dumfries and Galloway, and, most thrillingly of all, won caps for Scotland as both a wing and a centre. Langholm compete in the East Regional League structure these days, but they were a genuine force in the land in the 1950s and Donald was one of the men who drove them forward at that time. When I recall him now, I see him as a Jeremy Guscott-style glider who could beat people hands down with a barely perceptible sway of the hips and a light touch on the accelerator. It was certainly exciting to be in his orbit.


Donald made two Calcutta Cup appearances in the side led by Peter Kininmonth, one of the more accomplished No.8s in our rugby history – a back-rower deemed good enough to have featured in three of the four Tests in the hard fought Lions Test series in New Zealand in 1950. Donald played on the wing against England at Murrayfield that year, winning his second cap and helping us to win 13–11. The following year at Twickenham, when he moved to the centre, there was no such glorious outcome, although we went very close on a day of drenching rain before losing 5–3 (one try apiece, with a conversion by the Gloucester full-back Bill Hook deciding the issue). 


I was too young to have watched Donald perform in the national shirt, but he was an inspirational figure to me. Apart from anything else, his status as a Calcutta Cup winner put him in a very special category of sporting hero. Yes, the fixture meant that much to us, even in our sporting infancy – and when, as I grew a little older, I was taken to Murrayfield with my schoolmates and was given a seat on the touchline among crowds of 75,000 and upwards, there was no better experience in the world. I didn’t go to every international with the school – we had to take it in turns, for tickets were relatively scarce despite the vast numbers who managed to find their way into the stadium – but by the time we were 16, we were able to go under our own steam and feast our eyes on the mighty deeds of some true greats of the game: the full-back Ken Scotland from the Warriston corner of Edinburgh, whose passing was a thing of beauty; the wing Arthur Smith from Castle Douglas, who was one of the sport’s supreme natural talents; and the Borders prop Hugh McLeod, who always liked to address his colleagues as ‘my wee disciples’, not that his broad accent was easily understood by the posher university types who frequently appeared in the back division. Every match was something to relish, partly because there were so few of them: during my 14 years at George Watson’s there were only five home matches against full international touring sides (starting with the seminal Springboks of 1951, who just about sneaked past us 44–0) and one abroad, against the South Africans in Port Elizabeth in 1960.


If the Five Nations, as it was then, was beyond question the thing that really mattered, easily the most vital bit of it was the annual meeting with England. It was the defining event of our rugby year and probably still is – as it was, and probably still is, for Ireland and Wales. I’m not sure if it was quite as massive for the English, with their assumption of supremacy and their general air of entitlement, but if you asked any of the Scots I played alongside who they would like to beat if only one victory could be guaranteed, the reply would be unhesitating. The same went, and I rather think continues to go, for the supporters. One or two might, with a gun to the head, wonder if a win over the All Blacks might be marginally preferable, on the grounds that the Irish beat them in Chicago a couple of years ago, leaving us as the only one of the sport’s eight foundation unions still waiting for a first triumph over the silver fern. But it would be one or two only. When you talk to the multitudes, they want the Calcutta Cup in their possession. In my days in the navy blue shirt, you didn’t have to be a Sassenach basher like Jim Telfer to feel this way, although Jim had an unerring knack of putting everyone in touch with their inner William Wallaces when he delivered his team talks in the late 1960s. I’m convinced that we all felt the same, deep down. Even those of us whose nationalist instincts were only a tiny part of our make-up.


When I rummage through my small rugby library for history books that give a flavour of Scotland–England matches in the early days, I never fail to be amused at the thought of matches being played in parts of Edinburgh long lost to big-time sporting contests. The inaugural international in 1871 – the first of its type to be played anywhere in the world – went ahead at Raeburn Place, a patch of land adjacent to the main road running through the Stockbridge area of the city and acquired by the Edinburgh Academicals club as long ago as 1853. It now has a tiny capacity and is currently the subject of a fractious argument over development plans, yet it was Scotland’s preferred rugby venue for a quarter of a century. Then there was Powderhall in the Broughton area of town, renowned as the place where the Olympic sprinter Eric Liddell – Chariots of Fire and all that – did his training. It was turned into a greyhound track in the 1920s and is now a housing estate. As for Inverleith, which hosted 10 Calcutta Cup games either side of the Great War, the very name conjures images of grandeur. The land for the pitches was purchased by the Scottish Rugby Union at the very end of the 19th century and it was only after the opening of Murrayfield that its status as an international venue diminished. Both Stewart’s Melville College and the Edinburgh Academy own parts of the site, but the area is best known for offering some of more expensive property-buying opportunities in the country.


My own international career started in 1968 – in a Calcutta Cup match, of course – and ended some two and a half years later, when a herd of elephantine forwards landed on me during a Scotland trial match and gave both of my knees an orthopaedic examination of the most painful kind. One knee survived it, but not the other: medial ligaments could be sorted in those days, but cruciate ligaments were beyond repair. Over the course of my eight caps, seven of which were won as a fly-half, my scrum-half partners tended to chop and change: sometimes it was Gordon Connell of Trinity Academicals, a fantastic player; sometimes it was Duncan Paterson of Gala, another outstanding performer; once it was Graham Young, my club partner at Watsonians, who joined me at the hub of things against Wales in Cardiff. Things might have been different had the selectors, bless them, not been funereally slow to conclude that the problem was not at No.9 at all, but at No.10! They’re not always the quickest between the ears, committee types, but I was more than happy to leave them to their misapprehensions.


At the time of my selection, I was engaged in a year’s post-graduate study at Cambridge University, having achieved a blindingly half-decent second-class degree in English and History from Aberdeen University. I was also turning out for London Scottish, because after the Varsity Match – the only thing that counted for much rugby-wise as far as the Light Blues were concerned – the student fixture list was full of what might now be described as ‘Mickey Mouse games’. I thought I might be in with a shot at being picked because I had a pal on the selection panel – a fellow Watsonian by the name of George Thomson. Yet I knew the big calls were made by the chairman Charlie Drummond, who may not have been a natural ally, hailing as he did from the Borders. So when the letter of confirmation was delivered to my college, it was a moment to savour. It read as follows: ‘We would like to congratulate you on your selection against England at Murrayfield on March 16th. We meet on Wednesday night at 8pm at the Braid Hills Hotel. Please bring with you one pair of rugby boots. We will present you with your stockings and jersey, which must last the whole season. Should you wish to swap your jersey with a member of the opposition, you will be able to buy a replacement for 15 shillings. If you are arriving by train at Waverley, you can catch either the 23 or the 27 bus. Your fare will be refunded in full.’ 


As welcome messages went, it was some way short of exuberant. However, it was positively gushing in comparison with Jim Telfer’s address as captain. ‘If you’re not going to bloody well tackle people,’ he told me, leaving me in no doubt that he’d watched my recent performances with intense interest, ‘it would help if you at least tried to slow them down.’ Decades later, in his memoirs, I was relieved at the conciliatory tone he used in describing my contribution, calling me simply ‘not the most courageous defender’ he’d ever played alongside. I subsequently met him at a rugby dinner and thanked him for his generosity. ‘I know,’ he said, putting on his long face and shaking his head mournfully. ‘The editor said it might be libellous if I called you a wimp.’ He has a way with him, does Jim.


The 1968 game was a disappointment, even though I was thrilled to be a part of it. Scotland had won their two previous Calcutta Cup fixtures at Murrayfield and there had been an indescribably mesmerising 3–3 draw before that, so we felt we had more than a chance, especially when we reached the turnaround 6–0 up, with Stewart Wilson kicking a penalty on his final appearance and Gordon Connell contributing one of the more unusual drop goals I’d ever seen, hooking the ball over the bar from a distance of six feet maximum while bending backwards like a contortionist caught in a hurricane. I could understand Gordon’s reasoning: his only alternative was to pass to me. Unfortunately, we didn’t see the ball after the interval and things slipped away from us. There wasn’t a great deal of know-how in either side: seven of the Scottish side were in single figures when it came to caps; almost all the English were in the same boat. But my opposite number was Mike Weston, the captain, and he’d been around a good deal longer than every other back on the field. He exerted some control on events and when Mike Coulman, a tight-head prop from Moseley, broke free from a line-out and ran in from the unimaginable distance of 30 yards, our half-time advantage was wiped out. It stayed wiped when Jock Turner, our centre, missed a last-minute penalty shot from no great distance. Oh well.


By the time we reached Twickenham the following year, both line-ups had changed dramatically. England had a huge pack, full of forwards who would make proper names for themselves: John Pullin, a hooker with a high level of technique to go with his farmer’s strength, was a hell of a front-rower; Peter Larter and Nigel Horton were four stones heavier than our two props, even though Alastair McHarg and Peter Brown were nobody’s idea of midgets; and the renowned Budge Rogers was back on the flank, having been absent from the championship in ’68. They also had a bunch of relatively inexperienced but dangerous threequarters: Keith Fielding and Rodney Webb on the wings, David Duckham and John Spencer at centre. They had spanked the French in their previous game and their form was slightly ominous. 


As for the Scotland team, none of the back division had won more than seven caps and leaving aside Jim and our hooker, Frank Laidlaw, we weren’t exactly full of international iron up front, either. And me? I was chosen at inside centre – a role I had never performed before and would never perform again. I considered myself to be a fly-half for one very good reason: I was a fly-half. I’d been a fly-half at school, at university and at club level. Every now and again, perhaps on six or seven occasions, I’d turned out at full-back for Watsonians, the team I’d joined after the Cambridge–London Scottish days ended. It seemed okay to me and I was happy to have a go, on the basis that it was such a lovely position from which to attack. There was no better feeling than timing a run into the line, hitting a pass at speed and cruising into the distance without some stupid opposition forward lumbering around with decapitation as his default option. What wasn’t lovely, of course, was that full-backs also had to defend – and defence really wasn’t my thing, as Jim had detected without wasting too much time on a formal investigatory process, Whenever the ball went high, one of my fellow Watsonians would shout ‘Your ball, Robbo,’ more in hope than expectation. ‘Don’t think so,’ I would shout back, decisively. ‘Bye.’ 


Given that the centre positions are significantly more physical still, I was fairly alarmed when, having been selected at No.10, things changed the moment we gathered for training. Chris Rea, who would be a Lions tourist in New Zealand in 1971 and go on to be a fellow journalist of repute, was crocked on arrival; Jock Turner went down almost the moment we took to the practice field. ‘Look, Jock’s not going to make it and we’ve no one else,’ I was told by some committee man or other. ‘It’ll have to be you.’ As Colin Telfer of Hawick was available to cover for me, I couldn’t even pretend that we’d be leaving a hole at No.10. So there I found myself, up against Duckham, who wasn’t the worst player ever to set foot on a rugby field. I cannot claim, much as I would love to, that I marked him completely out of the game: there were only two tries in the match and he scored both of them, so I’d struggle to get away with it. I dimly remember making a half-break at some point during the contest, but as the emphasis was on the ‘half’ rather than the ‘break’, our only points in an 8–3 defeat came from Peter Brown’s boot. Oh well, once again.


As a betting man, supplementing my meagre income as a schoolteacher at Fettes College with regular visits to the bookmaking emporiums of Auld Reekie (as Edinburgh had long been lovingly described by its inhabitants, although I was lucky enough to spend virtually all of my time in one of the city’s more fragrant corners), I probably wouldn’t have risked my entire week’s wages on us winning in 1970 either, even though the game would be played at home. Yes, we’d beaten the touring Springboks in the final days of ’69, but that had been a strange affair all round: a stadium under siege from anti-apartheid demonstrators; almost as many police officers as spectators; deserted banks of terracing; the eeriest of atmospheres. They were well enough equipped in the personnel department – no side fielding backs as powerful as Syd Nomis and Gert Muller, or half-backs as gifted as Piet Visagie and Dawie de Villiers, could ever be a pushover, and they also had Hannes Marais at prop, the extraordinary Frik du Preez at lock and one of the great back-rows in the annals of the game, with Jan Ellis and Piet Greyling flanking the highly intelligent Tommy Bedford at No.8. But they were under all sorts of pressure off the field and it showed. If we found Murrayfield a weird place to be that day, think how they felt.


Much more pertinent to the England game was our performance level over the first three rounds of the Five Nations tournament, which left a considerable amount to be desired. In our first game, against France at Murrayfield, we’d fielded a very decent team, particularly up front: Ian ‘Mighty Mouse’ McLauchlan, Frank Laidlaw and Sandy Carmichael were the front-rowers; Gordon Brown and Peter Stagg were in the boilerhouse; Wilson Lauder, Rodger Arneil and dear old Jim T made up the breakaway unit. The French, meanwhile, were rather less studded with Tricolore magicians than they had been when winning titles in ’67 and ’68. They may have travelled to us with Pierre Villepreux at full-back, Jean-Pierre Lux in midfield and a fistful (I use the word advisedly) of scary forwards, Jean Iracabal, Jean-Pierre Bastiat and the great Benoît Dauga among them, but taken as a whole, it was something less than a stellar line-up. We lost 11–9 even so and carried on in the same vein, finishing second to Wales in Cardiff and to Ireland in Dublin.


Given the circumstances, the Calcutta Cup match was what would now be called a ‘must win’ game for us, not that any of us would have used such terminology – or even have heard it on the lips of anyone else – in those far-off days. We’d suffered our share of championship whitewashes in the post-war era, not least during the early 1950s when we couldn’t win a game for love nor money, but the sense of personal failure is never diminished by the knowledge that your forerunners experienced a similar form of misery. As it turned out, we won 14–5. 


As my role in the victory was unusually prominent, it was also the highlight of my playing career. I find a clear recollection of events to be somewhat elusive: I have footage of seven of my eight international games but never watch them now, largely because they are stored on VHS tapes, which my more technologically aware acquaintances (everyone I know, basically) tell me is a little out of date. But I remember bits and pieces, including leaning in to fool my opposite number, Roger Shackleton of Harrogate, into shooting out of position and fracturing the English defensive line. Through the hole I went to create Alastair Biggar’s try. Most of the finer detail must be garnered from contemporary reports. Apparently, John Spencer, the England centre, ran 70 yards to touch down and drag his side back into the contest. To which I can say only that it must have taken him a very long time. It is also recorded that the England players fell out among themselves as the game slipped away from them and bottom place in the table loomed. There would be a more famous public falling-out amongst the white-shirted types on Grand Slam day two decades later. The more things change … 


In all three of my Calcutta Cup appearances, the England full-back was Bob Hiller of Harlequins. Bob had a very decent career in top-level rugby: he toured South Africa with the Lions in 1968 and made the cut again for the glorious trip to New Zealand three years later; he led England on seven occasions and accumulated 138 points in 19 games for his country – a record at the time. But the memory I most cherish is not his highly successful toe-end kicking style, but his heartfelt complaint about the title sequence of the BBC’s long-running Rugby Special programme, on which I found myself working soon after retiring from the game. ‘Do you think you might find a new opening for your show?’ he asked me one day, completely out of the blue. ‘I love the music – absolutely love it – but maybe you could take a peek in the archives and come up with some different footage.’ When I asked him why, he continued: ‘Well, we’re four months into the new season and there have been 16 episodes. While the music is playing, there’s a clip of me dropping a high ball against Wales and giving Gareth Edwards a try; there’s a kick to win a game that I hook so badly, it ends up in touch; there’s my tackle on that Bastiat chap where I don’t even manage to slow him down – I just jack-knife backwards while he lumbers upfield without altering his pace; and then Tom Kiernan runs round me in the Ireland match, even though he’s slower than I am. We have 60 seconds of music, during which every clip is of me looking absolutely shite.’ I had no idea that we’d picked on him so relentlessly. In fact, the only person who’d noticed was Bob. I felt bad for him, but not bad enough to let him off. ‘I think we’re keeping that sequence for the whole season,’ I told him before hurrying off at top speed.


During my early years as a BBC commentator, Scotland had their share of Calcutta Cup success, particularly at Murrayfield. They won heavily in 1972 – we scored five tries, which was five more than England managed – and again, more narrowly but equally blissfully, in ’74 and ’76. But the games that stand out in my mind came later: 1984, 1986, 1990. The first of them was not, in the end, the highlight of a season in which we finally achieved our hearts’ desire, a first Grand Slam in almost 60 years. Indeed, the England match was on the opening weekend of the Five Nations, and it was not until the final round of matches, in which we hosted France, that the job was completed. But to beat the English as comfortably as we did was satisfying in the extreme, not least because our visitors came to Edinburgh fresh from beating the All Blacks and were expected by everyone, including themselves, to douse our fires by dishing out a hiding up front. 


In the event, it was the Scottish eight who prevailed, in most if not all facets of forward play, and looking back on the make-up of that pack, it is not hard to see why. Jim Aitken, almost as resourceful at holding things together as a loose-head prop as he would later be at making money, had two completely dependable colleagues at the sharp end in Colin Deans, a magnificent hooker, and Iain Milne, a bear-like presence on the tight-head side of the scrum. The locks were Bill Cuthbertson and Alan Tomes; the back row featured contrasting and wholly compatible talents in Jim Calder, David Leslie and Iain Paxton. David Johnston, one of my favourite Scottish centres, scored the opening try and I revelled in the sight of it. David had all the footballing skills in the world – he’d had a trial with Hearts and could certainly have made a living as a professional soccer player – and sure enough, he dribbled the ball to the English line before claiming the four points. He was also a fellow Watsonian, as was the other try-scorer, his midfield partner Euan Kennedy. If ever there was a day for our sort to feel a cut above the rest, that was it.


Two years later came a record victory: 33–6, with 21 points for Gavin Hastings, whom I’d coached during his time at Cambridge University. Gavin put that barely surmountable disadvantage behind him by breaking into the Scotland side, succeeding Peter Dods at full-back, and he showed obvious signs of a great career in the making by landing eight kicks against England. We scored three tries and could easily have had half a dozen more in a gloriously one-sided encounter. In fact, I was almost (but not quite) bored by the sight of us scoring. And for those of a pugilistic persuasion who like their rugby red in tooth and claw, there was rich entertainment in the shape of an early dust-up between John Beattie, a fiery No.8 from Glasgow, and the Blackpool policeman and weekend enforcer Wade Dooley, who rather revelled in his ‘hammer of the Scots’ image. The story goes that John, who had been on the spectacularly unsuccessful Lions trip to New Zealand the previous year and unnerved some of the English tourists with his fearless physicality, had been instructed to give the opposition lock Maurice Colclough a bit of a hurry-up at the first line-out, but managed to thump Dooley instead, thereby putting the hardest man in English rugby in something of a strop. How John managed this, no one has ever been able to fathom: Dooley had dark hair and wore a good deal of bandaging around his head; Colclough was blond and notably bandage-free. Clearly, the military men are right when they say that no strategy survives first contact with the enemy.


Those middle years of the 1980s were highly rewarding – between the two Murrayfield victories, Scotland came within a hair’s breadth of winning at Twickenham and would surely have done so had not the powerful Paxton been stripped of the ball by the less than gargantuan Rory Underwood in the final seconds – but if my feet were being held to the fire, I’d have to nominate the 1990 match in Edinburgh as my favourite Calcutta Cup game of all (leaving aside 1970, naturally, on the grounds that playing rugby is more fun than watching it, or commentating on it, or writing about it). For the first time in the history of the tournament, the Grand Slam would be contested by two British teams with three straight victories behind them. Not for the first time, England headed north as favourites. The reasons why were perfectly understandable: their closest game of the championship had been in Paris, where they had won by 19 points. Neither Ireland nor Wales had threatened them in the least, losing 23–0 and 34–6 respectively. They were formidable up front, particularly at set-piece; they were tough-minded and organised at half-back, with Richard Hill and Rob Andrew in the form of their lives; and their threequarter line was lethal, with Will Carling and Jeremy Guscott finding scoring almost as easy as the predatory Underwood. Scotland had punished France almost as ruthlessly as England, partly because the French really weren’t very good and partly because their flanker, Alain Carminati, left them a man short by getting himself sent off. (Carminati had been spotted stamping on the head of John Jeffrey, which must have left him suffering from a badly bruised foot to go with his chronic sense of guilt.) For all that, though, our games against Ireland and Wales had been close-run things. Each and every pundit – including me, I admit – felt that of the two contenders, England were the ones who looked like a Grand Slam side.


They didn’t look like one by close of play in the Scottish capital, that’s for sure. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a high-class team – a side good enough to reach the World Cup final the following year – look more discombobulated, unless you count the All Blacks who fell victim to a joyously riotous French performance in the semi-final of the global tournament in 1999. The uprising began with the ‘slow march’ into battle, which captured the imagination at the time and is now as firmly rooted in our rugby folklore as the clean sweeps of 1925 and 1984; the epic parsimony of the Scottish Rugby Union; Peter Stagg’s version of fishnet stockings; and one or two of Gordon Brown’s dodgy after-dinner jokes. (Politically incorrect example: ‘They breed some tough girls in Glasgow. I was sitting in front of one in the cinema the other night and heard her say: “Hey, get your hand out of my knickers. Not you. You.”’) 


Sadly from the journalistic point of view, I knew nothing of the ‘slow march’ plan in advance. I’d been covering rugby for the best part of two decades when these events occurred and I’d reached the stage where I could count on a little privileged information before a big game. But there was no talk of anything off-the-wall being planned for this one, so when the Scotland captain David Sole led out the team at walking pace – a pace that sent out the clearest of signals that the home side were deadly serious and had no intention of being messed around by anyone – the noise in the old stadium reached unprecedented levels. I had been in South Africa with the Lions in 1974 and seen the Springboks, two down with two to play, race onto the field at Port Elizabeth at breakneck speed in an attempt to startle Willie John McBride and company with the ferocity of their intent. A fat lot of good it did them, as the 26–9 defeat proved. This was a far better way of getting under the opposition’s skin and making them question whatever assumptions of supremacy they might be harbouring. This was inspired.
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