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Sunderland A.F.C. Formation – The October 1879 Evidence 

Sunderland were formed in October 1879 after a meeting at the British School, Norfolk Street. The specific day in October is 

not known, though the 17th has been a popular choice for those who have speculated on the matter.  

This is what everyone has believed for beyond anyone’s living memory. The club itself have always conformed to this view, 

and celebrated their centenary with a match against an England XI at Roker Park on 7th November 1979. 

Most of the individuals who have studied the early days of the club have always had a nagging doubt about October 1879; 

mainly due to the fact that the first reported game that has ever been unearthed is the home defeat to Ferryhill on 13th 

November 1880, a full 13 months after the formation. Just what were the teachers who founded the club doing during 

those 13 months?  

Many people have delved deeply into old newspapers, directories, school archives, etc. covering this period, but until 

recently the only facts known were: that the teachers had their first practice match for the 1880-81 season on 9th October 

1880; and after their second practice match a week later they decided to change their name from Sunderland and District 

Teachers’ Association Football Club to Sunderland Association Football Club. There was no factual evidence of the existence 

of any association football club in Sunderland prior to this and certainly none for 1879. 

There is no getting away from the fact that the formation date and venue have persisted for more than 130 years, and for 

the first 30 or 40 of those years many of the founders were still alive. A meeting may well have taken place in October 1879 

given the persistence of its memory. At that time, however, James Allan barely knew the teachers from other Sunderland 

schools, there were no local association teams to play against, and no local Football Association to affiliate to. Sunderland 

was a rugby town and most of the teachers had no knowledge at all of the association game. It is a stretch to believe that a 

virtual stranger arrives with a round ball and a set of rules and convinces all the other teachers to immediately form a bona-

fide football club. A far more likely outcome of any meeting at this time would be an informal undertaking to try the game, 

arrange some kick-abouts etc.  

So how did October 1879 become the accepted date of formation of Sunderland A.F.C., given there are no contemporary 

facts? It is all down to anecdotal evidence; books, reports and articles written well after the early years of club, each one 

endorsing and embellishing those that went before, none seriously questioning the veracity of the formation story. 

Presented below are the main sources that the existing formation story developed from over the last 130 years or so.  

The Sunderland Echo excerpts are courtesy of http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/, 
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1) Football In Sunderland 

Published in the Sunderland Echo, 19th to 21st December 1887 

[Available in full in separate PDF]  

This is the earliest known attempt at writing a history of Sunderland A.F.C. It was written 8 (or 7!) 

years after the formation of the club, by a stressed football correspondent who had been given an 

extremely tight deadline by his editor. Consequently it is littered with inaccuracies and 

inconsistencies. Regarding the club’s formation, it suggests this occurred “towards the end of 1879, 

under the name of Sunderland and District Teachers’ Association F.C.”.  This is the earliest reference 

we have found to a formation year of 1879. The articles were printed in pamphlet form, as 

advertised in the Sunderland Echo on 24th December 1887: 

 

It would be interesting to know if any of these pamphlets survived. 
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2) Robert Singleton’s Obituary 

Published in the Sunderland Echo, 27th March 1895 

Robert Singleton is recognised as one of the club’s founders and was the first club captain. His 

obituary, over 15 years after the club’s formation, is the first time “towards the end of 1879” 

becomes refined to “October 1879”. It may also be the first reference to the British School in Norfolk 

Street as the location of the set-up meeting, though it erroneously states the club’s name change 

took place a year later than it actually did: 
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3) James Allan’s Obituary 

Published in the Sunderland Echo, 18th October 1911 

James Allan is recognised as one of the club’s founders and the person who introduced Association 

Football to the town of Sunderland. His obituary accurately states he arrived in Sunderland in 1879, 

and also perpetuates the club’s formation date as October 1879: 
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4) The Sunderland Football Club by Jack Anderson 

Published by George W. May of London in 1924 

This is a small booklet that probably is the first history of the club published in book form. It was 

priced sixpence and “Published with the approval of the club”. It was written in the 1924 closed 

season, and covers the history of the club up to the end of 1923-24. 

It states the club was formed in “October 1879 … in a room which is now on the site of the Adult 

School in Norfolk Street”.  

The booklet itself contains around a dozen pages of text (roughly A5 size). Only the first 3 pages are 

relevant to the formation story: 
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Note: The author Jack Anderson was “Argus” of the Echo at the time (and would remain so until 

1951). He has almost certainly used the 1887 Sunderland Echo “Football in Sunderland” articles as 

reference material; naming exactly the same early opponents, in exactly the same order as that 

article, as well as repeating some of that article’s mistakes. He may also have merged in additional 

information from the Singleton and Allan obituaries. 
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5) Alec Watson’s “The Game – Past & Present” Column 

Published in the Sunderland Football Echo, 29th October 1927 and 12th November 1927 

Alec Watson had a regular column in the Football Echo in 1927 in which answered questions 

submitted by correspondents. In the two articles presented here, he discusses the formation of the 

club, confirming it was in October 1879. He also states that it was 2 years before they changed their 

name: 
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6) Argus’ “Roker Reflections” Column 

Published in the Sunderland Football Echo, 1st August 1929 

Argus made specific mention that the club would be 50 years old shortly, when he presented his 

thoughts before the start of the 1929-30 season. He was simply repeating what had become the 

accepted formation story: 

“In the course of another couple of months another chapter in the glorious history of the Sunderland 

Club will be finished. In October the club will complete 50 years of its existence. When that small and 

enthusiastic band of members of the scholastic profession met in a small room in Norfolk Street, now 

the site of the Adult School, few of them even in their wildest dreams could have possibly have 

imagined to what heights of fame the club would eventually rise.” 

Curiously, there are no signs of a celebration of the half-centenary in the Echo / Football Echo during 

October 1929. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.thestatcat.co.uk 2016-2018 
 

7) W.T.Wallace’s “Peeps Into The Past” Column 

Published in the Sunderland Football Echo, 14th September 1929 

William T. Wallace was Sunderland A.F.C.’s first paid secretary in 1888 (replacing John Grayston and 

Edward Woodward), after an earlier unpaid spell in 1885-86. He was subsequently a leading light in 

the Durham F.A. His column began on the 31st August 1929 and ran for nearly 2 years. Much of it 

was memoirs of his own time at the club, but he did cover the formation in his 3rd week. He endorses 

the by now fairly standard story, gets the original name of the club and the year it changed wrong, 

and throws in the infamous “canary raffle” story – see James Allan’s obituary – for good measure: 
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8) John Grayston’s Memoirs 

Published in the Sunderland Weekly News, September through October 1931 

[Available in full in separate linked PDF] 

John Grayston was one of the first Sunderland A.F.C. players, a colleague of James Allan at Hendon 

Board School during 1879 and 1880, and a secretary of the club in the mid-1880’s; these are definite 

facts. In these memoirs, published when Grayston was nearly 70 years old, he claims a significant 

role in the original formation of the club. He maintains the October 1879 / Norfolk Street narrative 

putting himself right at the centre of it. 

However, the memoirs themselves are littered with inaccuracies, so this engenders a general doubt 

about how well he was remembering events that happened over 50 years earlier when he was a 

teenager. 
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9) 1937 Football Echo Article & John Grayston’s Response 

Published in the Sunderland Football Echo, 1st May 1937, response in daily Echo 5th May 1937 

Argus took the opportunity of celebrating Cup Final day with a potted history of the club from 

formation to date. He sticks with the established narrative and makes no mention of John Grayston. 

An indignant Grayston writes to the Echo a few days later, trying to re-establish his central role, but 

receives short shrift from the Editor: 
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Grayston’s response (several aspects look like they are lifted from his 1931 memoir):  
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10) James Douglas Looks Into The Past 

Published in the Sunderland Echo, 4th September 1939 

James Douglas had a regular column in the Sunderland Echo in the late 1930’s, in which he looked at 

the history of the town. Occasionally he covered the past exploits of Sunderland A.F.C., and in his 

article on Monday 4th September 1939 he mentions that the club is about to celebrate its Diamond 

Jubilee: 

 

Note that by this time it is believed that it is “certain” that the formation meeting took place in 

Norfolk Street in October 1879, and this is the first attempt at providing a precise date, the 17th. 
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11) Arthur Appleton’s “Hotbed of Soccer” 

Published by The Sportsman’s Book Club 1961 

Arthur Appleton was the most well-known North-East football history writer in the 1960s and 1970s. 

In this book he explored the origins of all the well-known North-Eastern teams. His section on 

Sunderland, as for all the other teams, is a bit of a “whistle-stop” tour of the significant moments in 

their history. In respect of the formation story, only the first three paragraphs are relevant: 

“The Association Football Club, soon to be simply known as Sunderland, was born at a meeting of Sunderland 

school teachers in Norfolk Street, in October 1879. It was appropriate, in view of what was to follow, that a 

Scotsman, James Allan, called the meeting: and Allan, a teacher at Thomas Street Boys’ School, was made vice-

captain. Robert Singleton, with bushy side-whiskers and the drooping, Chinese-looking moustache of the time, 

was the club’s first captain. 

The Sunderland and District Teachers’ Association Football Club played their home matches on the Blue House 

Field, at Hendon. They joined the newly-formed Northumberland and Durham F.A. and in 1880-1 were beaten 

in the Third Round of that Association’s cup by Newcastle Rangers, eventually the winners. 

There was next to no curiosity about the game in the North East, although the handling code, which had been 

first in the field – the Sunderland Rugby Club was formed in 1870 – had managed to create some interest. As a 

result, the few scattered soccer clubs were troubled by travelling costs and, after two seasons, the Sunderland 

teachers were faced with the choice of wiping their club off the blackboard or sending out of the schoolroom 

into the care of other protectors. 

They chose the latter course and, under the presidency of Alderman Dr. J.Potts, Sunderland Association Football 

Club played at Ashbrooke. In 1881-2, the club was beaten by Tyne in the semi-final of the Northumberland and 

Durham Cup; in the following year they reached the Final, but were beaten by Tyne again.” 

Note that aside from repeating the established story, Appleton makes no attempt to pin-point the 

name change, and makes the mistake of placing the club at Ashbrooke a season too early; probably 

because he has assumed the two seasons at Blue House Field were 1879-80 and 1880-81. He implies 

that the team played matches at Blue House Field under their original name, but there is no 

evidence for this. It would appear that Appleton located either the 1887 “Football in Sunderland” 

articles, or Jack Anderson’s 1924 history, as he makes exactly the same mistake regarding 

Sunderland’s Northumberland and Durham Cup Campaign of 1881-2 (they actually lost to Sedgefield 

in the first round). He also erroneously has Allan at Thomas Street Boys’ School at the time of 

formation; Allan moved there later in his working life.  

 


