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 13t
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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http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/

1) Football In Sunderland
Published in the Sunderland Echo, 19t to 215t 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 24" 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, 27t 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:

THE LATE COUN. SINGLETON AND
FOOTBALL

Our “Referee™ writes us as follows :—It may
.o. bs geperally known to your readers that the
ste Counciilor R. Siacleton was one of the
‘supders of the now famous Sunderland Associa-
ton Football Club. He presided over the
iirut meeting bheld fer the purpose of forming
: club, the vther gentlemen present being Messrs
!, Allan, W. C. Chappell, E. Wateon, and W.
i lliott, The meeting took pluce at the British
~cioul, Norfolk.street, in October, 1879, A elub
was theu torined under the title of ** Lhe Sunder-
land Leachers’ Association Football Club, Mr
~ingleton was asppointed caplain, a position
ne filled for several seasons, In the season
15512 tbe word *‘Teacher” was dropped from
tue utle owing to the sxteusion of the
club, In 1882, the late Couacillor Singleton
vai a member of the Durbam team that played
apzuinet Clsveland. He slso took an active in
e lormation of the Durbam County Football
Assnciation, and was for some years one of its

o8t useful members,
e
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3)

James Allan’s Obituary

Published in the Sunderland Echo, 18t" 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:

DEATH OF MR JAMES ALLAN.

JOUNDER OF THE SUNDERLAND
FOOIBALL CLUB.

‘ ———

We regret to anuounce the death of Mr
James Allan, which took place ot five
o'clock this morning at his vesidence, No.
37, Elmwood Street. The deceased gentle-
man, who celebrated his S3rd birthday only
Lot week. had been in failing heaith tor o
considershle perid, and the end was not
unexpectad

A native of Avrshire Mr Allan eame lo
Souderfand in 1979 1o the Glasgow Uni-
versity, to take np the post of second

mwaster at the Headun (then Board) School.
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Alan wes an
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he ontdone: 10 his zo2l tor the clnb™s sucevsy
ofleied it agarn 10 le ratfiod. 1t wis sgrced
thet the lote aliottld be helf the origing!
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tne
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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:

1944

By J. ANDERSON.

The voice of the §chooiboy rallies the ranks :
Play up, play up ! and play the game !

HUS wrote Sir Henry John Newbolt in' “ Vitae
" Lampada.” I am writing this inadequate
history of one of the most famous clubs in the
British Isles between the end of the season 1923-24
and the beginning of 1924-25, so that for about 34
seasons, Sunderland have been playing up”’ and
‘““playing the game ” in First Class Football. The proof
lies in the honours won and in the fact that only Aston
Villa can point to a better League record over a long
period of years. Further, they have always been re-
cognised and still are, as one of the greatest * drawing ”*
teams in the country,

The name of Sunderland in Association Football is

a name to conjure with. It is absolutely impossible in
the space at my disposal to do more than give more than
what one might term a summary of the Club’s history,

but I shall endeavour to give readers the.main points

which are landmarks, so to speak. 3 é A
Everything has a beginning. If you glance through:
the histories of most of our famous clubs in England
it will be found that in the majority of cases the clubs
have sprang to fame from being obscure organisations
associated with some Church or Chapel in the particular
district. There are exceptions, of course, and Sunderland
is one of them. It owes its origin to a band of Board
School, now Council School, teachers, and the main-
spring was the late Mr. James Allan. When he crossed

' SUNDERLAND AF.C. |
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X was no sign of the
Wearside towmn,..
fellow. teachers. The precise date of that
meeting is immaterial, but it was held some
time within the month of October; 1879, and
~ ~_ in a room which is now on the site of the
~ Adult School in Norfolk Street there came
into being *“ The Sunderland and District
Teachers Association Football Club.” From
that obscure organisation it has risen to one
of the mightiest in the land.

When the Club started it was rather a
novelty. At that time there were only about
four clubs in the whole of Durham, which
was then federated with Northumberland
for administrative and governing purposes.. -The Club’s

" first captain was the late Mr. Robert Singleton ;

the founder, Mr. James Allan, became Vice-Captain,
and the Secretary was Mr, W. Elliott. Don’t ask who

" was the Treasurer; none was needed in those days.

The first ground was on what was known as the Biue
House field, and here they met such clubs as Sedgefield,

“Bishop Middleham, Ferryhill, Ovingham, Tyne, and

Newcastle Rangers. Some of these clubs might have

" been revived under various names but all actually ceased

to exist.

To-day, players are taken to hotels and thousands of
pounds are spent annually on travelling expenses. In
the ‘“ good old days” under review everybody had to

-pay his own. There is a record of a County trial match

with the Sunderland and District Teachers Club
attracting a *“ gate-”’ of 6/24, so it will easily be deducted
that little public support was forthcoming. After two
seasons the Club almost died a natural death. Some-
thing had to be done, and the meeting discussed two
questions—that of disbanding altogether, and that of
extending the membership qualification. The latter
course was decided upon 'and the title changed to
“The Sunderland Association Football Club.” The
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only difference in the official title to-day is the addition
of the word * Limited.”

Ald. Dr. J. Potts was elected its first President, and
Ald. J. W. Wayman was the second, being succeeded
by Mr. Robert Thompson, who continued in office and
assisted in weathering many financial storms until the
Club was formed into a limited liability company. The

season 1881-2 found the Club moving its ground to a”

field near the present Ashbrooke Cricket enclosure,
They were beginning to make a name for themselves
and reached the semi-final of the Durham and North-
umberland Cup, Tyne defeating them by 2.0, Next
season they reached the final but again Tyne defeated
them. In the following "season, 18834, they pitched
their tent, or rather their ground on the S$ite on
which Cooper Street now stands, and which is only
a hundred yards or so from their present fine enclosure,
Shortly afterwards the Durham Association was formed
and the Durham Cup came into existence to be won by
Sunderland in its first season for competition, They
were opposed in the final stage by Darlington on the
old Newcastle Road ground, and Darlington entered
what would now cause a sensation—a protest on the
ground of “intimidation.” The game was ordered to
be replayed at Birtley and there Sunderland were again
successful.  They have held that cup almost more
times than all the other teams in the county added
together, =

Interest in the Club began to grow. Abbs Field,
Fulwell, was rented in 1884-5, and the next season
Sunderland paid its first visit to Scotland, meeting

Hearts of Midlothian at Edinburgh. Before another

season had been entered upon Newcastle Road ground
had been secured and it was on this famoas old enclosure
that Sunderland began making history. In 1887 the
late Mr. Robert Thompson became its President, Mr,
James Marr (now Sir James Marr), became Chairman of
the* Committee, and the late Mr. Samuel Tyzack was
appointed Treasurer. That was the beginning of an
historic era and while it is due to the late Mr. James

Note: The author Jack Anderson was “Argus” of the Echo at the time (an(% would remadl'r) sotiT:;Ias
1951). He has almost certainly used the 1887 Sunderland Echo"’FootbaII in SunderlancJ ar |that
reference material; naming exactly the same early opponents, in exactly the same or ‘er a:d‘t‘ }
article, as well as repeating some of that article’s mistakes. He may also have merged in addition

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, 29t 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:

! FRIEND of mine who is s keen |}
supporter.of football asked me & few

days ago if I could settle an argument

which had taken place between some of

ltho workmen at one of the local engint

shops during their usual dinner-hour talk.
The question a4 issue was whether Sunder-
land had ever played on any other ground.
than Newcastle Road and Roker Park, and : |
I promised him tbat 1 would deal with the " !
subject in this week's Notes. .
l eo0 6" - |

The club, as many of my older readera i j
. well know, owes its origin to s number of !
schoolmasters, foremost of whom was the |
late Mr James Allan, who bad come from |
‘Beotland lo take up a teaching appointment
in the town. MrAlhnwukeenlyinb-'
rested in the game and he decided to

. ————~
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was on April 23,
P e e =
L 3;"&. Marquess of Londoml

IN tonnexior with my remarks s fort-
nigbt ago, when I gave, in response
to a request, the of the g ds on
which the Sunderland Club has played
since it3 inception, I guve a brief account
of its fofmation in October, 1879. My

readers will remember that I stated that|.

after tw) ceason's playing under the pame
of the Sunderland and District Association
Football Club, ‘there was a great danger
of the Club dropping entircly out of ex-
istence. 'To save it “the membership
qualiicatior. - waz extended. and subse-
quent events have proved the wisdom of

this step.
e 00

I have since heen asked, whether the
schoolmasters retained any share in the

management, and 1wy answer to this is, |
that several of them continued os mem- ||

bers of the Committee, including the

founder of the Teachers’ Club, the late Mr |/
ou

James Allan. In fact, for a

made such

mmwdmrdw&swm

“lub and it was due almost entirely to his
'asa':itintioo that the Club

ul pro-
. He. it was who first induced rhyen
,mm or the

Scotland to come and play

Cluh, one of the earliest arrivals being
Ju‘@’ma Hunter, who helped considerably

in bringing the Club into prominence.
’ TG

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

Published in the Sunderland Football Echo, 14t 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 31°" 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 3™ 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 memaoirs, 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, 15t May 1937, response in daily Echo 5t" 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:

Ivsnuwmv, MAY 1, 1937

|SUNDERLAND’S
cup
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Sunderland’s Rise From School-
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The Men Who Made the Club and Famous Players
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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 4" September 1939 he mentions that the club is about to celebrate its Diamond
Jubilee:

In October the Sunderlang Assocla-
tion Football Club will celebrate its
diamond jubilee. The exact dnte of
the farmation of the club no one now
knows, but certain It is that the mest-
ing to form it took place in what we
used top call the * Quakers' School”
situnted at the south end of Norfolk
Street. In Octobier, 1879. I heard
many years ago that the 17th was
the date of the month, but I cannot
vouch for thet, The club was formed
by the elementary school teachers in
the town on the initintive of the late
Mr Jameg Allan, of Ayr, who had just
previously obtained a scholastic
appointment here.

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 17".
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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 teames, 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.
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