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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
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