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T
HE many World War I
Centenaries that
have been celebrated
recently have thrown
up a remarkable
number of  stories
within the Rugby

community with a flood of  inter-
est leading to the unearthing of
new information on forgotten
heroes. 

Few clubs can hold their heads
higher than London Scottish and
this week HRH Princess Anne
was at the Caledonian club in
London to launch the publication
of  a new book which celebrated
the War effort of  the entire Scot-
tish community – estimated at
some 90,000 – in London a century
ago.

Scots in Great War London is
edited by Paul McFarland, the sec-
retary of  London Scottish FC, and
Hugh Pym, who is best known as

Health editor of  the
BBC but is also an
elder at the St Colum-
ba club.

The substantial
Rugby chapter is one
of  twelve chroni-
cling the lives of
exiled Scots in
London doing their
part for the war and
although you could
undoubtedly write a
book on the Rugby
club’s heroics alone,
it is all the more
affecting for being put in context
with what other countrymen and
women were doing at the same
time. 

As Princess Anne commented:
“These are not just dry as dust
tales of  the long forgotten. Their
stories didn’t end with the cessa-
tion of  hostilities, their humanity
and sacrifice strike chords with us
today.”

Indeed, they do. I’ve long been
fascinated by the London Scottish
team picture at end of  the 1913-14
season, below, the last time a
London Scottish XV took the field
for five years. All fifteen served in

the forthcoming war,
five died and only
one escaped injury.

We consider that
remarkable line-up
elsewhere but the
truth is it is just the
tip of  the iceberg and
in fact, statistically,
were probably among
the luckier players.

There are 103
names on the London
Scottish War memori-
al which gets added to
as when new informa-
tion comes to light,

and nearly 100 years ago a club
member John King wrote in the
London Scottish Regimental
Gazette that of  the 60 players in
the club’s four regular teams, 46
had been killed in the previous
four years. 

Teams in those days were a
moveable feast and the line-ups
would change considerably from
week to week depending on work
commitments and availability but
it remains a sobering figure and
in due course inspired Mick
Imlah’s short poem London Scot-
tish 1914. 

April, the last full fixture of  the
spring: 

‘Feet, Scottish, feet!’ – they
rucked the fear of  God 

Into Blackheath. Their club was
everything: 

And of  the four sides playing
that afternoon, 

The stars, but also those from
the back pitches, 

All sixty volunteered for the
touring squad, 

And swapped their Richmond
turf  for Belgian ditches. 

October: mad for a fight, they
broke too soon 

On the Ypres Salient, rushing
the ridge between 

‘Witshit’ and Messines. Three-
quarters died. 

Of  that ill-balanced and
fatigued fifteen 

The ass selectors favoured to sur-
vive, 

Just one, Brodie the prop,
resumed his post. 

The others sometimes drank to
‘The Forty-Five’: 

Neither a humorous nor an idle
toast. 

Many of  the biggest characters

in the London Scottish story were
absent working, retired or had
moved to other clubs when the
1914 picture was taken.

Of  the 31 Scotland internation-
als killed in the War – the most of
any Home Union – 20 were either
London Scottish players or had
been playing members at some
stage of  their career. I was inci-
dentally staggered to learn that at
the last count 22 per cent of  all
Scotland internationals appeared
for London Scottish at some stage.

Former club captain Frederick
“Tanky” Turner, who also cap-
tained Scotland, had moved to
Liverpool by this stage. He died in
the trenches near Kemmel in
January 1915 at the age of
26.

Eric Young, who
had played along-
side Turner against
England in 1914, died
at Gallipoli, aged 23,
while another to play
that day was wing John
George Will – possibly the
original Flying Scot on
account of  his speed
– who after sur-
viving a year

as a soldier on the Western Front
joined the Royal Flying Corp. 

There he somehow survived
until 1917 when he was shot down
by Baron Richtofen’s Flying
circus, the Baron’s brother
Lothar claiming the kill.

There was much chivalry
among the airmen and some
months late a grave and cross for
Will, erected by the Germans, was
discovered at a location that
would have been many miles
behind the lines at the time of  his
death. There would have been no
expectation of  British officers
ever finding it.

Of  the retired former players
who fell, perhaps the most

notable was David Bedell-
Sivright, who was
known as the roughest,

toughest Test forward of
his era and played on 22
occasions for Scotland as
well as captaining the 1904

Lions in Australia. A sur-
geon, Bedell-Sivright was

serving with the Royal
Naval Division off

Gallipoli when
he spent

time

ashore operating in a field hospi-
tal and developed septicaemia. He
was buried at sea off  Cape Helles. 

Captain Thomas Nelson, below
left, meanwhile served with the
1st Lothians and Border Horse
and was killed at Arras on April 9.
He had won a cap against Eng-
land back in 1898 and had become
a prominent publisher with a
school of  young authors. When
John Buchan sat down to write
The Thirty Nine Steps, it was
Nelson he dedicated it to.

The temptation, of  course, is
always to concentrate on those
who fell but this book also scores
in delving into what happened to
some of  those who happily did
return. Life will not have neces-
sarily been easy but it was good to
read about those who picked up
where they left off  and indeed a
number of  the players went on to
have equally honourable service
careers in World War II. What a
remarkably tough generation.

Scots in Great War London,
edited by Paul McFarland.
Published Helion & Company
Ltd £19.95
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Fielding knew
Huggan bravery
warranted a
Victoria Cross
RUGBY famously honours
four Victoria Cross winners
for conspicuous bravery
among its former interna-
tionals – England’s Arthur
Harrison and the Irish trio
of  Tom Crean, Frederick
Harvey and Robert John-
ston – but many have felt
there should have been a
couple more.

Blair Mayne always gets
a mention in that respect
and the other Victoria
Cross that ‘got away’ is
Lieutenant James Laidlaw
Huggan, a fast and clever
wing with London Scottish
and one of  those pictured
in the 1914 team group. 

Huggan, from Jedburgh,
was a medic and surgeon
who graduated from Edin-
burgh University where he
also captained the rugby
team and after joining the
Army and moving to
London he soon made his
mark. 

He impressed playing
for the Army against the
Navy and was a star turn
for the immensely strong
London Scottish side
which led to his try scor-
ing  debut against England
in 1914, the final game
before the Word War and a
match which saw 11 of
those involved perish in
hostilities. 

As a surgeon, he was
gazetted to the RAMC in
1912 and was about to leave
for India in 1914 when he
was diverted to France on
August 13 with the 3rd Bat-
talion Coldstream Guards
and pitched headlong into
the first bloody actions of
the Great War.  He was
dead just a month later, the
second rugby internation-
al to be killed during the
war, just a couple of  days
after his London Scottish
colleague Ronnie Simson.

Huggan died on Septem-
ber 16, just hours after he
had demonstrated conspic-
uous bravery by playing a
huge role in saving the
lives of  60 wounded
German officers who he
had found in what
appeared to be an aban-
doned field hospital in a
barn. In the chaos of  War,
as the warring armies
advanced and retreated, the
Germans seemed unaware
that the outbuilding
housed their own wounded
and were bombarding it
with shells and mortars.

Disregarding his own
personal safety and faith-
ful to his Hippocratic oath,
Huggan hurriedly organ-
ised the evacuation of  the
barn as its burning tim-
bers and roof  fell to the

ground. Repeatedly, the
young Scot sprinted in and
out of  the barn ferrying
the wounded German sol-
diers to relative safety and,
remarkably, he and his
small medical team saved
the lives of  all 60 Germans.

Tragically, Huggan was
then killed when a shell
exploded nearby as they
recuperated in a nearby
quarry where he was oper-
ating on one of  the
German officers.

Huggan’s commanding
officer Lieutenant Colonel
G Fielding has no hesita-
tion in immediately
recommending his young
medic for the VC but was
promptly told that Huggan
did not qualify because his
heroism did not actually
involve engaging the enemy
and that he had saved the
lives of  German soldiers,
not British or French. 

It seemed an inadequate
explanation then and still
does. Fielding wrote to
Huggan’s brother soon
after. His use of  the word
“conspicuous” on two
occasions is very telling,
leaving us in no doubt as to
his train of  thought with
regards to a possible VC.

“If  ever I met a brave
man, he was. At Lan-
drecies, when under heavy
fire for some hours during
the night, he remained up
in the front all night, help-
ing and dressing the
wounded as coolly as if  he
was in a hospital in time of
peace. At Villers-Cotterets
he was conspicuous for his
bravery.  This was a rear-
guard action at the line..
dressing the wounded and
helping them back. 

“At the Aisne he was
most conspicuous every-
where. On the day on
which he was killed, he
again did a very brave
action. There were in a
barn about 60 wounded
Germans, they were all
cases that could not move
without help. The Ger-
mans shelled this barn and
set it on fire. 

“Your brother, in spite
of  shot and shell reining
about him, called for vol-
unteers to help him save
these wounded men from
the burning building and I
am glad to say that it was
greatly in consequence of
his bravery that they were
all saved.  

“After he had run this
great danger successfully,
he moved many of  the men
to a quarry in the rear
when a big shell came into
it and killed him and many
others.”

In honour of the rugby heroes of WWI
BRENDAN GALLAGHER
explores the fascinating
history of Scottish rugby
players in World War I

Paying tribute: HRH Princess Anne, with book author Paul McFarland, talks to
London Scottish president Paul Burnell at this week’s launch

BACK ROW
Private J Ross (London
Scottish Regiment):
Killed November 1 1914,
Messines. Won 5 Scotland caps.
A Fettes boy before moving to
London where he worked on
the Stock Exchange. Capped
between 1901 and 1903 while his
brother Edward played in 1904.
Captained London Scottish for
two seasons. Joined the London
Scottish Regiment as a Private
and, like many, lost at the
Messines Ridge action near
Ypres.
Captain A B S Legate
(Cameron Highlanders):
Believed Wounded. Virtually
nothing is known of  this club
member who was reported
wounded during the War but
failed to return to the club or, as
far as anybody knows, the
country.
Brigadier R M Scobie KBE
CB MC. (Royal Engineeers):
Wounded. 3 Scotland caps.
Career soldier who survived
World War 1 – including a spell
as a POW, and rose through the
ranks to command 70th
Infantry Division in World War
2 seeing action at Tobruk and
Greece, while he also spent a
period as the troops comman-
der in Malta when it was being
blockaded. One of  Churchill’s
Lions in the book of  that name
written in praise of  his mili-
tary commanders.
Captain I M Moffatt-Pender
(Seaforth Highlanders, RAF):
Wounded, 1 cap. Ian McAllister
Moffatt-Pender began  with the
Seaforth Highlanders but then

trained as a pilot with 45
squadron and was involved in
one notable incident. Having
shot down one German plane,
he received machine gun
wounds to his back and passed
out. His observer William
Smith DCM MC climbed along
the fusalage as the plane went
into a spin and pulled the con-
trol lever up and then slapped
Moffatt-Pender back into con-
sciousness after which the Scot
successfully landed the plane to
their mutual relief.
Major A M Jackson MC
(Royal Engineers): 
Died April 27 1917, at Béthune.
Alexander McLean Jackson
was a Newfoundler of  Scottish
extraction, nicknamed ‘Newfie’
but wasn’t actually a club
member and is not listed on
their War Memorial. Tended to
play his rugby for RMA Wool-
wich but, for whatever reason,
he clearly lined up against
United Services in what is
believed to be his only game for
the Exiles.
Brigadier  C R M Hutcheson
DSO & Bar MC & Bar (Royal
Field Artillery):
Wounded 1914–18,  Killed April
29 1943, North Africa. Colin
Ross Marshall Hutcheson sur-
vived four years on the Western
Front, a very considerable
achievement and fought again
on the front line in WW2 where
he was killed during the Desert
campaign.
Lieutenant J L Huggan
(Royal Army Medical Corps):
Died September 16 1914 at
Chemin des Dames. Won one

Scotland cap. Talented wing
who had starred in the Calcutta
Cup match at Inverleith just a
couple of  months earlier. John
Huggan was an Edinburgh
medical graduate and surgeon
whose outstanding bravery and
courage in difficult circum-
stances are recounted
elsewhere on these pages.

FRONT ROW
Brigadier G C Gowlland
(Royal Engineers): 
Wounded. Won seven Scotland
caps. Yet another product of
Fettes, Gowlland enjoyed a far
flung War serving in France
and Belgium before being
invalided home after being
gassed. He recovered to serve in
the Middle East and Africa
where he served in Egypt and
on the Darfur Expedition in
Sudan in 1916, followed by
Hedjaz the following year and
operations in the Natse moun-
tains.
Captain  E A Kinross,
(London Scottish Regiment
and York & Lancaster Regi-
ment):
Very little is known about this
member other than he appears
to have survived the War
unscathed but did not resume
playing in peace time.
Lieutenant General C M
Usher DSO OBE Légion
d’Honneur, Croix de Guerre
(Gordon Highlanders):
Wounded, PoW. Won 16 caps
between 1912 and 1922 and was
one of  just three players – Jock
Wemyss and Alex Angus being
the others – who won Scotland
caps either side of  the war.

Spent four years as a prisoner
of  war in the Great War and
had no intentions of  suffering
the same fate in WW2. After
playing a notable part in resist-
ing German Panzers at
Bergues, retreated to Dunkirk
in 1940 where, at the age of  50,
he swam out repeatedly before
eventually being evacuated.
Captain L Robertson
(Cameron Highlanders):
Killed November 3 1914, at
Ypres. Won 9 Scotland caps.
Lewis Robertson was a pupil at
Fettes before becoming a career
soldier, going through Sand-
hurst before joining the
Cameron Highlanders in 1903.
Had the reputation of  being 
the toughest man on a rugby
field with the possible excep-
tion of  Bedell-Sivright. On the
day he was killed, he had
already been shot through the
shoulder but insisted on re-
joining the fray after his wound
was dressed before he was
again wounded, this time mor-
tally.
Major R D Robertson 
(Gordon Highlanders):
Wounded, POW. 1 cap. A
resourceful canny Anglo-Scot
who was serving as the club
secretary as well as playing in
1914. Wounded a hand in the
retreat from Mons in 1914 but
manged to convince his captors
that he was seriously wounded
and needed to be repatriated by
aggravating the wound by cov-
ering it in frozen snow causing
it to swell and go blue. As soon
as he was repatriated returned
to the fray in Gallipoli and the
Middle East.

Lieutenant W A Stewart
(RAMC)
Wounded, 4 caps. A true son of
Empire, born in Tasmania to
Scottish parents, ‘Bill’ Stewart
had made a sensational start to
his international career, scor-
ing eight tries in his first four
international appearances –
three on debut against France
in 1913 and four against Ireland
the following year and another
for good measure against Wales.
Scotland won all four Tests he
played in. Appeared to return to
Australia directly after the War.

SEATED
Squadron Leader A W
Symington MC (Kings Royal
Rifle Corps and RAF): 
Wounded. 2 Scotland caps.
Archibald William Symington
was a lock for both Cambridge
University and Scotland who
survived World War 1 but was
killed during World War 2. One
of  a remarkable 1,094 Fettes
College Old Boys who served
during the Great War.
Captain D M Bain (Gordon
Highlanders) 
Killed March 6 1915 Festubert.
Former Scotland captain who
won 11 caps. David Mclaren
Bain seemed to excel at every-
thing he turned his hand to and
won four Rugby Blues at Oxford
and represented the University
at cricket and shooting. Was
about to join the Egypt Civil
Service on the eve of  War but
instead joined the Gordon
Hiighlanders. Was killed by a
shell wound having also been
injured by shellfire two months
earlier at Neuve Chapelle.

London Scottish 1913-14: The Club 1st XV assembled before the match       against the United Services




