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For Julie, Isla and Hector.

Thank you for putting up with so much rugby.
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INTRODUCTION

I REMEMBER the first time I went to Murrayfield. It was 17 February 1990, to watch Scotland defeat France 21–0. I was there again on 17 March, overwhelmed by the noise and emotion of the Championship’s final game as Scotland edged a titanic battle with England to take only the third Grand Slam in our history.

It was a terrible time to fall in love with Scottish rugby – when we were really, really good. I would go to watch Scotland and, more often than not, we would win. Being young and naive, I thought that that was how it had always been – and, worse, how it would always be. It was only later that I discovered that my confidence had virtually zero correlation with the fortunes enjoyed by the team during the previous 120 years. But as a nine-year-old in the spring of 1990, I was ignorant of Scottish rugby’s difficult past and unrealistically optimistic about the future. Halcyon days indeed; like the happy years of believing in Santa Claus – idyllic, magical . . . short.

Although the seasons that immediately followed 1990 were by and large positive, there were some sobering defeats to the top five teams in the world (New Zealand, South Africa, Australia, England and France) and come the millennium, the hard years had returned again.

Since lifting the last ever Five Nations trophy in 1999, being a Scottish rugby fan has often been a pretty grim experience. There have been the odd rays of sunshine, of course – the results ledger shows that every major nation in the world, bar New Zealand, has been defeated since the turn of the century – and how agonisingly close Scotland came to breaking their duck against the All Blacks in November 2017. And after the foundations laid by Vern Cotter and with the form being shown under the stewardship of Gregor Townsend, it feels like we are back among the contenders again. Long may it continue. But a stark reality remains – ever since its inception, we’ve struggled to put together a meaningful challenge for the Six Nations. And Grand Slams and World Cups? Forget it. Not even close.

But here’s the thing. That love, that first burst into life as I sat in the east stand with my dad, watching the train race by behind the south terrace before kick-off and then becoming one with a crowd that shifted, swelled and roared for a glorious hour and a half as we watched Scotland take their first step towards that wondrous 1990 Grand Slam . . . that love has never waned. Not once. Not even after some of the worst defeats.

My dad and I came home after that France match and watched the recording of the BBC’s coverage, Bill McLaren’s rolling cadences and the TV angles adding another dimension to my memories. In the days that followed, I began what became a lifelong habit of devouring every piece of rugby writing I could lay my hands on. Match reports, analyses, histories and biographies. I would watch 101 Greatest Tries and Another 101 Greatest Tries on VHS over and over and over again. I wanted to know everything about the game and the players, to understand what had happened in previous encounters and so begin to dream about the matches to come.

When the 1990 Grand Slam video came out at the end of the season, I watched it on loop. Then I went back and watched the 1984 Grand Slam video, discovering another generation of heroes.

Rugby autobiographies, biographies and histories have shuffled unceasingly across my bedside table ever since. It sometimes feels like I’ve read every rugby book that’s been published since the 1980s – and I’ve delved back well before then as well. I even read Rupert Moon’s Full Moon. I bet not many people in Scotland can claim to have done that. How about Will Carling’s England Dream Team? Or The Good the Bad and the Rugby by Tony Ward? Peter FitzSimons’ Basking in Beirut and Other Adventures? Anyone else out there read those? They’re actually pretty good (well, maybe not Carling’s).

And the end result of all of this? I am in possession of an astonishing amount of dull rugby trivia. Not a great selling-point for this book, I admit . . . but here’s the rub. I have gathered all I know about Scottish rugby and I have distilled it, curating this little handbook from my mental museum – a 101 crib-sheet to Scottish rugby for the more rational and sensible of you out there who are Scotland supporters, who love the game and the jersey and the players, but who are hopefully less all-consumed by it. Meanwhile, I look forward to hearing (do I?) from the other rugby bores who want to debate my choices or argue a point or two. I’m pretty confident there will be a few contentious issues in here. So here we go: 101 moments, stats, facts, characters and games gathered from 150-odd years of Scottish Test rugby.

Crouch. Bind . . . Enjoy.


1

‘Hey you guys, I have a game we could play . . .’

Scotland’s grand rugby adventure began way back in 1854 when two brothers, Alexander and Francis Crombie, moved from Durham to Edinburgh and brought the rules of a fascinating new game with them. Francis enrolled at the Edinburgh Academy and began spreading the rugby gospel. Thanks to his influence, within three years the game had reached Merchiston Castle School and the Royal High School of Edinburgh.

The first inter-school game in Scotland was played between Merchiston and the High School of Edinburgh on 13 February 1858. Merchiston then played Edinburgh Academy at Raeburn Place in December that same year – a match that has been played every year since, making it the oldest continuous fixture in the world.


2

FAMOUS FIRSTS

Scotland’s oldest club

While Francis Crombie was pioneering rugby at the Edinburgh Academy, his brother Alexander helped set up the Edinburgh Academicals Football Club in 1857 for former pupils of the school and became the club’s first captain, from 1858 to 1864. Edinburgh Accies are the second oldest club in the world (the Trinity Club, now known as Dublin University, claim to be the oldest club, having first played in 1854) and have produced more than 127 Scotland Test players – second only to London Scottish.
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3

FAMOUS FIRSTS

The first Test match

The first ever rugby union international was played between Scotland and England at Raeburn Place in Edinburgh (Edinburgh Accies’ home ground) on 27 March 1871. It was 20-a-side and Scotland’s line-up consisted of 14 forwards, three half-backs and three full-backs; England, meanwhile, selected 13 forwards, three half-backs, one three-quarter-back and three full-backs. Scotland won the match by one goal and one try to one try. In those days, taking the ball across the opposition’s line earned the attacking team a try at goal (hence the word ‘try’).

[image: Image]

Scotland’s first Test team.


4

FAMOUS FIRSTS

Oh captain, my captain

Francis Moncreiff was handed the honour of being Scotland’s first Test rugby captain. Moncreiff – the son of James Moncreiff, 1st Baron Moncreiff of Tullibole – was a former pupil of the Edinburgh Academy, a chartered accountant by profession, and had played a central role in the staging of the first Test. In March 1870, a football match between Scotland and England was played at The Oval in Surrey, with a rematch played in November that same year. However, there was some disquiet north of the border because these games had been played under English FA rules which, at the time, were practised by only four clubs in Scotland. In December 1870, a letter was published in Bell’s Life in London and signed by the captains of five senior clubs (including Moncreiff, who was captain of Edinburgh Accies), challenging ‘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 suitable to the English players’. And so it all began.

Moncreiff would win a total of three caps against England, finishing his career with one win, one loss and a draw to his name. He died in Edinburgh in 1900, aged 50.
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FAMOUS FIRSTS

Pioneering diversity

When Joe Ansbro made his Test debut in 2010 many of the headlines surrounding his selection focused on the fact that he was the first black player to represent Scotland at rugby union. Ansbro was not, however, the first player of colour to play for Scotland; in the very first Test match, Alfred Clunies-Ross, who was of mixed Scottish and Indonesian origin, won his solitary cap as one of the three full-backs. Ross was born in the Cocos Islands (also known as the Keeling Islands – a small archipelago in the Indian Ocean midway between Australia and Sri Lanka) in 1851. He was the son of John Clunies-Ross from the Shetland Islands and S’pia Dupong from Surakarta in Central Java. Alfred and his brothers were schooled at Madras College in St Andrews before Alfred went on to study medicine at Edinburgh University. He moved to London in 1873 to work at St George’s Hospital and, although he never again wore the blue of Scotland, he played with distinction for Wasps from 1874 until his retirement from the game in 1880.
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The creation of the SRU

The Scottish Football Union (later to be rebranded as the Scottish Rugby Union in 1924) came into existence in 1873. The founder members were:







	
Edinburgh Academicals


	
Edinburgh University





	
Glasgow Academicals


	
Glasgow University





	
Merchistonians


	
The Royal High School FP





	
St Andrews University


	
West of Scotland








Curiously, five of the founding clubs were already members of the RFU. Because there was no national union in existence in Scotland, Edinburgh University, Glasgow Academicals and West of Scotland had joined the RFU in 1871, and Edinburgh Academicals and Royal High School FP had joined in 1872 – but they renounced their membership when the SFU was founded.

While the RFU is the oldest existing union, the SFU were pioneers in founding the International Rugby Football Board, now known as World Rugby, in 1886 with Ireland and Wales, with England joining in 1890.


7

Babes in arms

Dates of birth are not available for all of those who have played Test rugby for Scotland, but among the Five Nations and Tri-Nations, the youngest player to be capped to date is Ninian Finlay, who was 17 years and 36 days when he played against England in 1875. His compatriot Charles Reid was also 17 years and 36 days on his debut against Ireland in 1888, however Reid was technically a day older than Finlay on debut, having lived through an extra leap-day.

The ten youngest players to appear for Scotland are:









	
Name


	
Age on debut


	
Opposition


	
Date





	
1. NJ Finlay


	
17y 36d


	
England


	
8 Mar 1875





	
2. C Reid


	
17y 36d


	
Ireland


	
19 Feb 1881





	
3. WG Neilson


	
17y 167d


	
England


	
17 Mar 1894





	
4. W Neilson


	
17y 173d


	
Wales


	
7 Feb 1891





	
5. KG MacLeod


	
17y 289d


	
New Zealand


	
18 Nov 1905





	
6. LM Balfour-Melville


	
17y 333d


	
England


	
5 Feb 1872





	
7. A Arthur


	
17y 339d


	
England


	
8 Mar 1875





	
8. RW Irvine


	
17y 342d


	
England


	
27 Mar 1871





	
9. DM Grant


	
18y 36d


	
Wales


	
4 Feb 1911





	
10. MW Walter


	
18y 51d


	
Ireland


	
24 Feb 1906









8

FAMOUS FIRSTS

The first full-back

The first player to take up the lone position of full-back in a Test match was Henry Johnston against Ireland in 1877. Scotland won the match in Belfast with Robert Mackenzie scoring a hat-trick of tries to accompany efforts from Bulldog Irvine, Edward Pocock and James Reid, with Malcolm Cross converting four of these and Mackenzie slotting two drop-goals. Johnston retained his place at full-back when Scotland faced England at Raeburn Place two weeks later. Cross was once again the hero of the day, dropping a goal for the only points of the match, but the victory would prove to be Johnston’s last cap. He qualified as a doctor from Edinburgh University in 1880 and had a long and distinguished career as an army surgeon and a renowned botanist before his death in Orkney in 1939.
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The Border Bull

Adam Dalgleish was the first player from the Borders to be capped for Scotland, making his debut against Wales in Cardiff in February 1890. A local hero at his club Gala, where he played from 1886 to 1896 (and captained them for three seasons), he went on to win eight caps over four seasons of Test rugby, winning four and losing four. Nominally a forward, he was an excellent sevens player and was skilful enough to often play in the backs. His obituary in the Scotsman heralded him as ‘a great forward, and although he never weighed heavier than 11 stones 9 lbs, was strong and sturdy’. He was made Gala’s first life member in July 1935, three years before his death at his home in the Border town in September 1938, aged 70.


10

FAMOUS FIRSTS

The Triple Crown

Scotland won its first Triple Crown in 1891. Wales travelled to Edinburgh in February for the first match of the Home Union Championship and were met by a ferocious Scottish side who scored seven tries, one conversion and two drop-goals to secure a 15–0 victory. Two weeks later, Scotland travelled to Belfast to face Ireland and were again rampant, scoring five tries, three conversions and a drop-goal in a 14–0 win. The Triple Crown was wrapped up at Richmond on 7 March when tries by Willie Neilson and Jack Orr were converted by the excellently named Gregor MacGregor and Paul Clauss dropped a goal in a 9–3 win.
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FAMOUS FIRSTS

The Border League

In 1901, Gala, Hawick, Langholm, Melrose and Jed-forest banded together to form the world’s first competitive rugby union league. The proposal for the league was initially viewed with suspicion by the Scottish Football Union (the predecessor to the SRU), who feared that the organisation of meaningful fixtures over friendlies went against the Corinthian spirit of the game, but they eventually relented and sanctioned the league’s formation.

The league expanded in 1912 to include Selkirk and Kelso and was enlarged again in 1996 with the inclusion of Peebles; Berwick and Duns and Hawick YM have all had stints in the league in the years since, although each has subsequently dropped out (along with Langholm) to leave the current make-up of Gala, Hawick, Jed-forest, Kelso, Melrose, Peebles and Selkirk contesting for the title.
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