WRC in the 1960’s

By Jim Borth

I can’t believe it’s been 39 years since I first saw a rugby ball.  The club was started by Vic Hilarov, a UW grad student, an consisted of other grad students, med and law students and a few young guys like Skip Muzik, Joe Kloiber and me.

During the ‘60’s our pitch varied from on-campus, Warner Park, the field next to Camp Randall Stadium to a pitch on Lake Monona.  Equipment was scarce as well.  Many times we only had one ball; it became a strategic ploy at times to kick the ball over a fence to take a break.  At one point, Les Castleberry imported about 40 match rugby balls and sold them nationwide.  

Now, there are more than 1,000 rugby clubs in the US.  When we started there were only seven clubs within realistic driving distance:  Chicago Lions, Minnetonka RC in Minnesota and Palmer became our arch-rivals.  So we began traveling to tournaments for more competition:  Richmond, VA, New Orleans and St. Louis were early destinations.  Our opponents soon found that the WRC was a club to be reckoned with, and received attention in national publications.  Center Skip Muzik was named an All-America in the mid-60’s.    

On a more somber note, many players ended up in Vietnam, including Norm Billup, a prop who lost his life in 1966.

The addition of many foreign players bolstered the skill level.  Wayne Sanderson coached for two years; Brian Wightman, who played for Britain, was another great teacher.  In addition during this decade, we were lucky to have players from abroad such as Jeff Wyman, Allen Tobu’s, Jim Francis, Black Jack Keenan, who taught us how to conduct our selves both on and off the pitch.  

While we enjoyed playing hard-nosed rugby, it was the social aspect that kept us all together, much as it is today.  Everyone knew that if we didn’t win the game, we would certainly win the party.  The tales are numerous and varied, and some of them are actually true.  With  the proper encouragement, I’m sure any Old Boy from the 60’s would be glad to share a story or two…or ten.

WRC in the ‘70’s

By Robert “Buck” Buchanan

The 70’s was a time of explosive change for rugby in Madison, the Midwest and the US.  As with all decades in club history, the 70’s has its peaks of success and valleys of frustration.  Accomplishments included winning the 1976 Mardi Gras Tournament, hosting a wave of visiting foreign clubs and enjoy8ing individually memorable victories.  Coming from behind to defeat the Chicago Lions on a try by an inexperienced wing whose speed resulted more from fear than athletic ability, is a prime example.

On the other hand, certain disappoints are etched into our memories:  traveling to Palmer College with its collection of imported talent  for two matches with only 17 players; canceling an early fall match with the Chicago Lions because of our lack of organization, or the loss of Jack the Wonder Dog.  In fact, there was more consistency within the family names of Walgenbach and Chitwood and in supporting Sgt. Major William Pitcher than in our club organization.  

As a UW-Madison freshman, my connection with the WRC began in 1971 – not playing on the pitch.  It was singing along to “Maggie May” on Thursday nights in the Amber Grid, AKA, the HT (Hasty Tasty).  I ended the 70’s playing for the WRC during the golden years of truly amateur rugby in Madison.  At the beginning of the decade, there were fewer than 30 clubs in the Midwest.  A favorable schedule meant that there were fewer than four two-day away matches to places like St. Louis, South Bend or Detroit.  Playing in Milwaukee or Chicago seemed nearly to be a home fixture.

Early in the decade, the club consisted mainly of UW students and alumni, so we played in both the Big Ten and Mid-America Tournaments.  By the end of 70s, the UW had its own club and split away from the WRC.   Our club’s organization improved and the seeds of future stability were planted.  We developed one of the premier pitches in the Midwest at the intersection of the Beltline and Park Street next to Pitcher’s Pub, our ever-present benefactor.  The high posts and banner attracted players from as far away as South Africa. Funds were invested in a land fund which was later used to help create our club’s current pitch near the Crossroads.  We started a newsletter that was sent around the world.   

Along with improved organization, our level of play rose as well. Various players represented the team on state, Midwest and national select teams.  By the end of the decade, we could field four sides on a given weekend.  Occasionally, the second side traveled to separate matches from the first side, and the “Sharks” were created!  Our club also developed a reputation around the world for the quality of our hospitality in hosting visitors.

We saw a parade of touring foreign clubs invade Madison in the 70s:  Northampton (England, 1973), Cirencester (England, 1973), Old Illtydians (Cardiff, Wales, 1976), Blackrock College (Dublin, Ireland, 1978), Portadown (Northern Ireland, 1978) and Swansea University (Wales, 1980).  In most cases, the visitors used our club as a tune-up for their fall season while seeking adventure in the colonies.  We had an unbeatable formula for hosting visiting clubs which left players begging to desert the remainder of their tour and stay in Mad City.  Our club’s member and their families hosted small groups of visiting players throughout the city.  Pale skinned Englishmen could be seen making butt-slapping attempts at water skiing across our lakes.  Welshmen could be heard singing and dancing to country and western music at the bar, Off the Wagon, while asking red-necked, urban cowboys if they had a spare “fag.”   You could see Irishmen eating  roast corn, cob and all, or overhear  them discussing the mysterious workings of the sidhe (“fair folk”) with the traditional Indian dancers at the Standing Rock Ceremonies.  Every touring side was blessed with meeting our infamous Mayor Paul Soglin, who was not shy at providing them with a mayoral escort to the city’s landmark topless bars, the Mustang Inn and the Dangle Lounge.  Many a hushed “Hail Mary” was heard whispered in awe over a pint in these establishments.  At some point during the visit, there seemed always to occur the expected destruction of the Lakeside Rest Home – Skip Muzik’s house on Lake Monona.  Our club’s weak attempt to organize a second overseas tour fizzled at the end of the decade.  In frustration, I made the tour myself as a club president, visiting our friends in Scotland, Ireland, Northern Ireland,  Wales and  England.  I even received an invitation to dine with Prince Charles as part of the Welsh celebration of 100 years of rugby.  Little did the Welsh know how unimportant I truly was to rugby in America.

In the 70’s, it was truly the pinnacle of amateur rugby in the US.  There were no divisions  of clubs in the US; we could compete with anyone.  Our club enjoyed a seemingly never-ending string of winning seasons.  Certainly, there was no compensation given to players; most of us lost money and sick days at work.  The amateur camaraderie between players and other with other clubs was exceptional.  The matches were hard fought and the parties always carried into the early morning  hours.  The singing, the “swamp waters” at Pitcher’s, and the barbecues were incomparable.   Hospitality to visitors was absolute in Madison whether the came for a match or were just passing through.  Friendships extended away from the field and for the most part are still intact today.  Who can forget recovering on Sunday afternoon in Borth’s boathouse by watching Packer football and “whipping apples?”

The accomplishments of the Wisconsin Rugby Club in the 70’s were incredibly enjoyable to all of us involved and established enough stability to lead to this 40th anniversary celebration.  Names were excluded from this summary as a reflection of egalitarianism which the club exhibited during these years.  There was a wide diversity in size, athleticism, age, ethnicity, IQ, professions and personalities among the playing and social members.  Everyone from all segments of our community was initially accepted and given the chance to earn their own measure of friendship and respect both on and off the pitch.  Subtle and sometimes not so subtle social ostracism resulted only from obvious flaws in a person’s character.  This was amateur athletics in a pure form.  Our friendships have withstood the test of time and opened many opportunities in our lives.   Lessons in humility were traded among us all regularly; we could not have had it any other way.  Undoubtedly, my name will be misspelled in this program too.

The Wisconsin Rugby Club in the 1980s

By  “Wee Bob” Jefferies

The 1980s were probably like a lot of other times on the rugby club with ups and downs, wins and losses and lots of fun. But it was a special time for those of us introduced to rugby and the club for the first time. The club in 1980 was a good mix of youth and experience and included some players from the earlier days of the club. Many were at the height of their playing careers, while others contributed to the second XV and practice pitch. Some like Skip Muzak and Jim Borth seemed ageless. There was much to be learned and club members contributed to the education of new ruggers with their skills, drills, legends and stories. New players were taught about games as well as the party afterwards. There was as much rugby taught in Pitcher’s Pub as there was on the practice field. Game and party exploits had their place and both helped make rugby special. We felt a part of the club and they introduced us to its’ storied history. And it put forth the challenge for us to go out and make our own history and fun, as part of the Wisconsin Rugby Club.

In the early 80s the club was a powerhouse. There were not many teams that could boast a winning record against Wisconsin. First side spots were earned week to week and not given up with out a struggle. Practices were hard and often harder than the games. There was a lot of live play and the opposition was better at practice than a lot of the clubs we faced. It was not unusual for the forwards to put down more than 50 live scrums with the losers having to run more hills, buy the post practice beer and have to suffer the shame of being beat by your own teammates. But the results on game days made it worthwhile. During this time the club was strong enough that on occasion the first XV would play one club with the second XV playing another in a different location. It was a great time to join the club.

The club in the o 1980 was led by player/coach John Brown and captained by Phil Callen. Phil, Dewey Worsley and Jake Jacobsen formed the front row and led a talented side that included Don Becker, Les Castleberry, Arlon Spaeth, Martin O’Grady, Augie Kamm, Dan Chitwood, Dave Page, Bob Freed, Denny Croft, Buffy Criscone, Jim Walgenbach and many others. Of course Skip Muzak and Jim Borth were still out there as well. The club was able to continue its winning ways from the 70s and posted several victories against the top teams the Midwest had to offer. The 1980 fall season started with the club hosting a visiting side from Swansea. Despite losing a close match, it gave the new players their first exposure to a touring side and rugby, as it is played overseas. 1981 saw the club playing the usual opposition of Minneapolis, Palmer, Milwaukee, Westside Harlequins and teams from around the area. Victories were much more common than losses. One of the stranger events of 1981 was the South African Springboks playing the  Midwest in Racine. The game was highly controversial and the location kept secret until the day of the game. After much debate and wondering, a morning phone call reporting the “secret” location led many of us on a wild chase to find the game. It was like a bad spy movie with all the secrecy and intrigue. But in the end we found the game and watched the Springboks beat the Midwest.

1982 marked the 20th anniversary of the club and the tour to Colorado. There had been numerous player changes on the club but the high level of play was still there. The club was able to field three sides in the spring and won most easily. This wealth of numbers led to a talented side making the trip to Colorado for a summer tour. The tour opener saw the club lose to the national powerhouse Denver Barbarians in a close match. Then it was off to Vail and their England capped fly half Les Cusworth. The Vail Daily on August 10 built up the game by announcing- “The Vail Ruggers will take on the Wisconsin Rugby Club, touted as some of the better competition around… The Wisconsin club barely lost to the Denver Barbarians, the best team in the state, one that managed second in the National Club Championships, last week.” So the stage was set for a big match in the shadow of the Rockies. Using inspiration from Stuart Daily’s  “Sermon on the Mount” and a game plan of hitting Les Cusworth at every opportunity, Vail was kept in check and the club took the game. The hard hitting back row led by then club president Buck Buchanan especially seemed to enjoy hitting the international player at every chance. Sometimes he even had the ball. The third stop on the tour was at Steamboat Springs and the Cowpie Classic Tournament. Winning the first two games on Saturday set up a championship game against host club Steamboat Springs. Led by game captain Matt Chitwood’s “300” game at scrum half, the club bested Steamboat and claimed the freshly encased cowpie that served as the tournament trophy. It was a prize worth having. Then it was off to Boulder and the fourth and final stop of the tour. A depleted and partied out touring side was outmatched and beaten by a well-prepared Boulder Rugby Club. It was time to head home to Madison and spread the tales of the “Rustang”, Van the Man and the Cowpie Classic. These and many stories were added to the long list of club legends.

A return trip to the Cowpie in 1983 was less successful. With only 8 players traveling, local players were enlisted to help defend the title. The thrown together side managed not only to lose every game, but also did not score a single point. (Mention must be made of Dave “Lucky” O’Neill’s lasting less than 5 minutes in the first game before wrecking his knee and missing the rest of the tournament.) Losing all games in this manner forced weary travelers to make a huge effort to win the party in futile attempt to salvage some dignity. Back at home in the Midwest the club with all of its players continued its winning ways. In 1983 and 1984 several players joined us from the UW club. With their help the club improved and posted an undefeated season (first and second XVs) in the spring of 1984. Newsletters from the era report numerous victories with a dose of the usual coaches’ complaints about fitness and the treasure begging for dues money. (Some things never change.) But numbers and victories started to fall off in 1985 and 1986 as many of the players moved on and recruits were few in number. One newsletter report on the lack of backline talent quotes captain Rich Fromstein as saying, “the forwards played great, but unfortunately there were 12 of them.” Times were tough. The club may have reached its low point of the decade with a loss to the UW in the fall of 1985. Losing the game was bad enough but the UW coach at the time was WRC old boy Don Becker Don Becker. A fact he is all too quick to remind us of.

Given the lower numbers the decision was eventually made to drop the club out of the Midwest Senior Division to the Midwest Junior Division (now called Division II). It was a tough decision, but one the club felt it had to make to survive. The club started back on the road to success and made one of its first appearances at the Midwest Junior Cup at Lexington, KY in 1989. The WRC beat the host side Blackstone as their kicker missed a kick that would have one the game. As luck would have it, that player moved to Madison and played to the WRC. (Jeff Thompson was never allowed to forget that one missed kick.) The club ended up losing in the semis but was back on a winning track. 1989 also saw a return to Colorado and the Cowpie Classic. This time the club finished third in the Cowpie by beating Park City on the pitch and in the exchange of derogatory banter. It was something involving cheese, multiple wives and sheep. It was a great way to end the decade. You had to be there.

It was definitely a decade of ups and downs. There were undefeated seasons and losing ones. Three full sides to barely one. We went from Premier League to Division II. It was a time of Schlitz  (later Pabst) tournaments, polo fields, Artic Fest, 4 point trys, pop-tops on beer cans, swampwaters, alternative newsletters, Claude Allouez, $1 pitchers, Badger State Games, Packer Sundays, pirates on tour, Midwest tournaments, Tubby’s, Colorado Tours and many more fond memories. All the ups and downs left the club much changed by the end of the 1980s. But the club survived the lean years while other clubs from that era did not. The Wisconsin Rugby Club survived because it was truly a club and not just a rugby team.  The strength of its long history, the players and club members all made it possible for the club to continue. That and we played at the best home pitch setting in the country, enjoying the hospitality of Bill Pitcher, Pitcher’s Pub and the adjacent field throughout the 1980s. No club had it better.

It would be a mistake to think that all of the 1980s were spent playing rugby and drinking beer. It only seems that way. But it was not just a drink-a-thon. The club made great strides on the organization and financial fronts, too. It got a great start during the tenure of Buck Buchanan as club president. It continued later when John Hurlock served a president. Terry Godfrey helped get the club finances in order as club treasurer for many years. Fellow English tightwad, Duncan Bathe, followed him up. The fundraising efforts of Phil Bond and others raised the money that was used to complete the current club pitch. So it wasn’t all fun and games. We worked hard to leave the club richer in both tradition and money. 

If you are wondering where to find the stories of wild road trips and the deeds and misdeeds of those years, one of the first lessons of ruggers in the 1980s were taught was “What happens on the road, Stays on the road.” 

WRC in the 90s

By Marc Kennedy

The decade began on a promising note.  Numbers were up and the days of traveling with 13 players  seemed over for a while.  The First XV was recording winning seasons again and the Sharks were once  again on the prowl.  The WRC qualified for the Midwest Division 2 playoffs, yet couldn’t seem to get over the hump.  Every year, we’d make it to Lexington, Toledo, Chicago and it seemed we’d lose to the team that qualified for Nationals:  Nashville, Lincoln Park, Illinois, Michigan, the Blaze…until of course 1997 when the club finally made it to Final Four, and in 1998, when the club won the championship against Frederick, Maryland (see accompanying articles). 

The 90’s saw us move from the Dump to our current pitch behind Crossroads, thanks to the generosity of many Old Boys and the work of many current and former players to prepare and maintain it and of course  the folks at the Crossroads.

End of rugby in the Badger State Games in ten’s and seven’s; I believe the WRC won it in the final year a ten’s was included. 

1990:  

Return to Mardi Gras in Baton Rouge, 1990.  Took third.

1991:

Finally winning the Black and Blue tournament 1991; both sides undefeated outside of tournament play  in spring:  First XV 6-0-1,  Sharks, 6-0, with four shutouts.

Also, the first Velvet Elvis tour, WRC wins Memphis Jacques Strappe tournament championship in the fall.

In summer 1991, tragedy struck the WRC family, when Dan Krone, who was taking the year off before starting graduate school, was killed in an avalanche while working in New Zealand.  Subsequent Shark of the Year Awards have been named in his honor.

1992

Lost to Nashville in Midwest Finals in overtime after the WRC dominated the second half and scored a pushover try with less than a minute to go, only to see Nashville tie it on a questionable penalty kick at the whistle.  

Christened the new pitch, celebrated the club’s 30th birthday.

30th Anniversary  Tour to the Cowpie Classic in Steamboat Spring and took fourth.

Lost in the B&B finals.

Player makes national 7’s team, Steve “Drago” Jung.

Lost in Jacques Strappe Finals

1993

2-2 in Midwest Cup

4th in Black and Blue Tourney, mostly Sharks leading the way.

1994:  Tour to New Zealand, where tourists visited former WRC Kiwis Matt Ness and Derek Woodfield.

First Traveling tens held in Belleville, won by the Legends (Old Boys plus Mike Fertig)

WRC wins Pigfest 10s

WRC takes 2nd in Milwaukee Labor Day Tourney (fall record:  First XV 9-2; Sharks, 7-1)

WRC wins Jacques Strappe again in Memphis 

1995

Pigfest:  First XV beats Sharks in a boat race for 3rd place.

WRC wins Traveling Tens at New Glarus Brewery

WRC takes 2nd in Milwaukee Labor Day Tourney

WRC qualifies for Midwest Cup again, loses in semifinals to Michigan after leading by 11 points with 20 minutes left in the match.  

1996

Current players and Old Boys coaching high school teams.

WRC loses in second round of playoffs to Blaze on Crossroads pitch.

WRC defeats the Chicago Lions for the first time in years.

 WRC wins Traveling Tens 

WRC wins initial Kickapoo League title (comprised of WRC and CARFU teams).

WRC website operational

1997

Gorseinen, Wales comes on tour

WRC qualifies for Midwest, nationals; takes 4th in nation

WRC wins Traveling Tens in Monroe

WRC w ins Pigfest 10s, Leinie’s 7s

1998

WRC wins Kickapoo League, ties Milwaukee, 

WRC wins all playoff matches, qualifies again for Final Four:  defeats Montauk, NY 25-16 and Frederick MD 16-8 for National Championship

Sharks place 2nd in Black and Blue Tourney

More Notes from the 90s

The 90s brought new names and faces; some traditions disappeared, others arrived. For example:  

· Throughout the decade, there were many strong candidates for the Pink Booby, many of them repetitive .  Names are withheld to protect the guilty.   

· Each spring saw ice melt on the pitch and the arrival of the annual Arctic Fest report , which was entertaining in not decipherable. 

· Traveling Tens began; the Dan Krone award was first offered.

· Pigfest success and stops at Weber’s in Rosendale.

· Social aspects were evident:  Wolf River Rafting, team garage sales, pub crawls, selling beer at hockey games,  in addition to many weddings, births, birthdays and farewells to players and families who move away.

The decade ended with the team losing many active players to Old Boy-hood, total retirement and getting on with their lives after many years of dedication to the club as active players following the national championship season.   The club was faced again with a rebuilding mode, much as it had to deal with in the early 80s.  From all indications, its on its way back to the top. 
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