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On the evening of Saturday 9th September, having just scored 17 points in injury time to defeat Hamilton 30-29 and sit top of the league, the general feeling around the club was that maybe lady luck was on our side this season, unlike the previous year where we had been cruelly relegated.

Over the course of the summer, the squad which had done so well in the first half of the year started to disintigrate in front of our eyes. Paul Wharakura and Hotili Asi returned to New Zealand, Graham Shiel and Craig Joiner both decided to retire and Graham Lind opted to further his career in London. Ross Rennie became a regular fixture in the Edinburgh XV and Ben Leathes injured his knee resulting in surgery. Ross Samson moved to Newcastle to study and play in the Falcons Academy.

So to be sitting top of the league, with predominantly a new team and having not really played well for any length of time in the games, the club was full of optimism for what lay ahead. However, over the course of the next few months, the loss of the experienced core of players previously mentioned was to prove costly. 

It is often said that with experience comes consistency and I think this was certainly apparent this season. Often for stages of games we could be exceptional – the 2nd half against Edinburgh Accies, the 2nd half against Carha Queens Park and the first 25 minutes against Jedforest at Riverside Park are examples. However, too often we were unable to raise our game to a level to beat opposition who were struggling against other sides in the league – Gala, Selkirk, Kelso, Hillhead and Biggar all took our scalp this season, despite fighting amongst themselves for relegation. 
And that unfortunately is the story of the season. If however the team can learn from this and the early indications for the season ahead are it will be a settled squad from last year, then there is certainly a chance we could be heading in the right direction again.

Once it became apparent that promotion was out of the question, a planning meeting took place, involving the coaches, team managers and Allan Munro, Mike Sims and myself. This meeting took place in December and Milan Browne, the former Scotland A prop is joining the coaching team and has contacted several players he knows to come on board. Agents have been contacted to provide a solution to our front row problems and things are moving on, though it is early to be getting any confirmation on this front.

Our website is being updated to become a more active recruitment tool and the word is out that we need players to bolster our squad – with 5 Edinburgh teams in Premier 1, competition for players is intense. The school will again provide a good source initially, but as with this season many will head off to study and be lost to the club for a number of years. When mentioning the website, thanks again must go to Bill McNie who continues to give up hours of his free time to keep everyone updated on the latest going ons down at the Club.
However, all involved in the management of the club are hopeful of a better showing next season.

My thanks must go to Allan Munro, Grant MacKenzie, Graham Shiel, Graham Ellis, Craig Smith and David Hunter for the tireless hours they put into the playing side of the club. They have been superbly assisted again this year by Malcolm MacColl and Tony Wood, in a job which is becoming increasing difficult. In many walks of life the advances in technology has meant contacting people can be done easily – I would imagine that both Malcolm and Tony would not agree. To often the players require to be chased time upon time to ensure they received messages as a simple reply seems to much for them. But this seems to be a change in society and not just in the boys at our club.
The 2nd XV had a difficult season with the initial hopes of a title challenge dispelled as a result of the losses in personnel from the 1st XV squad. Gaps were plugged initially with school leavers and many of them did well until University came calling and team selections became more bizarre and often not known until moments before kick. Brian McDougall deserves great praise for the effort he has put in to one of the hardest and most thankless at the club. To give an idea of what Brian was up against, he once received a phone call at 3am on the Saturday morning from a player saying that he could no longer play that day as it hadn’t registered with him that they were playing away in Aberdeen and he didn’t want to travel that far. With the bus leaving at 10am, it doesn’t leave much room for Brian to manouevre, but he did all that he could.

With this sort of attitdue prevalent in the 2nd XV, the knock on effect to the 3rd XV was also keenly felt and the fall from grace of being defending league champions to bottom of the league stragglers was steep. As may not surprise you, when the going got tough this season, many of the 3rd XV simply made themselves unavailable, resulting in some disappointing results. However out of all this came a performance for the club from a young man named Brodie Smithers, who took it upon himself to organise a new player week initiative, from which he unearthed an additional 14 players, who got involved in the club, created some competition for places and saw some creditable performances by the end of the season, the highlight of which saw a hefty early season defeat by Heriots, turned into victory in the return fixture. My thanks go to Brodie Smithers, Mark Coyle and John Hughes for the assistance at this level.

Whereas the previous season had seen a return to 4 xv’s taking the field some Saturday’s, we enjoyed no such luxury this season and that is disappointing for a club of this stature, but as all the team managers can testify, you can’t force people to play if they don’t want to.

The cup provided a welcome distraction from our indifferent league for and 3 victories against lower league opposition saw us into the Quarter Final of the proper tournament for the 1st time. Unfortunately we ran into a rampant Glasgow Hawks team who played some superb rugby to dish out a heavy defeat.

The 7’s season started well, winning the plate at the Edinburgh 7’s having been drawn against the Edinburgh rugby team in the first tie. However without the lure of playing at any of the other major Border Tournaments until Jedforest, the 7’s squad lost its way and we were forced to pull out of tournaments at Stirling County, Jedforest and The Royal Scots through lack of numbers.
Whilst easy to be critical of the players for not fronting up for these tournaments, it much be remembered that we started pre-season training for the season past on the 1st Tuesday in June 2006 and most players committed to it in order to try and return the club to Premier 1. With pre-season having already started for next season, we are in danger of asking too much of a small group of players and 11 months of the year spent training at Inverleith is too much. Only 10 years ago there would be a clear 3 month break between the end of the season and the start of the new one.  Players need a break as do the team management.
Once again the club were well represented on the age group international front. Andy Kelly and Ross Rennie have been included in Scotland A squads, Colin Goudie, Andrew Easson, Dave McCall, Alex Cox & Richard Vernon all played for Scotland at U20 level and Ross Samson, Angus Dixon, Aidy Duncan and Murray Allan all played in the U19 World Cup in Belfast.

Stephen Dalgliesh and Richard Borthwick appeared in back up games for Edinburgh whilst Andrew Easson and Richard Vernon have both secured full-time professional contracts with Edinburgh and Glasgow respectively for next season.

Allan Munro has again spent the season as Chairman of the Scottish Rugby Board and it has been interesting to be briefed by Allan, Gordon McKie and Andy Irvine at various meetings regarding progress and then read The Scotsman’s take on the issues. I think that is the problem that the SRU face which will be a difficult one to win over – there is just no pleasing some people.

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank all of our sponsors who have contributed greatly this season. Richmond Homes continued as our main sponsor, again investing a significant sum of money in the Club. They were also joined by a number of new sponsors and I hope they feel that being associated with the Rugby Club was a positive association. I would also like to thank other contributor’s who have helped our cause during the season, many wish to remain anonymous, but their contributions are gratefully received all the same. In particular Clark Sharp has generously donated the profits from his book ‘NZ Rugby 7’s Coach’ and I think he has been amazed at the number of copies sold. 
In closing I would firstly like to pay tribute to the club stalwarts who have sadly passed away this year, namely Gregor Sharp, Allan Ovens and George Morgan. They will all be greatly missed. 
I would also like to pass on my thanks to my whole committee, but in particular Mike Sims, Don Rolls, Andrew McMenigall, Al Napier, CJ Anderson and Brian Samson for all the hard work they have put in to try and make Stewart’s Melville FPRFC the best rugby club in the country.
It has been an honour and a privilege to have served as President of this wonderful club and I hope my successor derives as much pride in watching the red, black and gold jerseys as I have. 
