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Sunderland A.F.C. Formation – Contemporary Reports up to 1884 

The following is a timeline of the existing factual information relating to the people and other entities that are relevant to 

the formation of Sunderland A.F.C. Unlike the anecdotal evidence referring to the 1879 formation date, this information can 

reasonably be taken as a matter of fact. These facts have been considered in their contemporary context and in the context 

of the anecdotal evidence and commented where appropriate. 

The Sunderland Echo, Newcastle Journal and Athletic News newsprint excerpts are courtesy of 

http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/, other newspaper items have been collected from the Central Libraries at 

Sunderland and Newcastle. 

 

Pre-1879: James Allan 

James Allan was born on 9th October 1857 in Green Street, Ayr, Scotland, to father William (a 

shoemaker) and mother Hellen. These details are available from the 1911 Census return. It is 

universally stated that he arrived in Sunderland from Glasgow University, sometimes indicating that 

he was a graduate; however further investigation has unearthed a slightly different story. 

There is a record of Allan enrolling for the summer term at Glasgow University in both 1877 (to study 

medicine) and 1878 (to study botany), but there is no indication that he was a permanent student, 

and no record of him graduating. 

It would appear his association with Glasgow University was a temporary one only, a means of 

supplementing his studies whilst pursuing his chosen career, teaching. The University of Strathclyde 

Archives have provided a very detailed description of his successful completion of Teacher Training 

during the years 1876 and 1877: 

“… a student called James Allan does appear in the ‘Register of Students’ Certificates’ for the 

Glasgow Church of Scotland Training College (archive reference: CSTC/2/3). He was born on 9th 

October 1857, and passed the College’s entrance examination for male candidates at Christmas 

1875. The teacher training course took two years, and covered science subjects (magnetism and 

electricity, physiology and geology) as well as drawing. James Allan completed the course and left the 

College at Christmas 1877, having  obtained final marks of VG [very good] for Arithmetic, G [good] 

for Geometry, and VF [very fair] for Algebra. Unfortunately, the Register does not indicate where he 

went on to teach after he finished the course.” 

Without doubt, Allan had qualified as a teacher at the end of 1877, aged 20. There is no trace of him 

in 1878, but it is reasonable to assume that he was probably gaining experience as a teacher in a 

school in Scotland, probably in the Glasgow area; and topping up his knowledge with lectures in 

Botany given at Glasgow University during May, June and July of that year. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
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Pre-1879: John Grayston 

John Grayston was born in Halifax on 21st March 1862. He asserts in his 1931 memoirs that he 

arrived in Sunderland in 1877 to be a Pupil Teacher1 at Hendon Board School. There is no reason to 

doubt this, as he soon starts to appear in this role in the local press. 

 

Here he is “improving” himself - and probably also 

hoping to get to know the local single ladies – in the 

Sunderland Echo of 4th November 1878. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On 17th December 1878, he receives a prize after 

completing his 3rd year as a Pupil Teacher. 

 

 

 

This ties in nicely with the way the Pupil Teacher system worked, indicating that Grayston would 

have completed his two probationary years at Crossley School, Halifax, with his first calendar year at 

Hendon being his third as a Pupil Teacher. He would therefore go on to complete his Pupil Teacher 

training by the end of 1880. As it happened, he did not proceed to teacher training college for 

                                                             
1 Pupil Teacher System: At age 13, pupils could stay on at school as probationers to help with the teaching of 
younger pupils. After two years, they would spend another three years learning the job, before taking a final 
exam. If they passed, they would be paid to go to training college in order to qualify as a teacher. Throughout 
they would still have to continue with their own education. 
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another year; either he had to retake the qualifying examination, or he decided to remain a year as 

an uncertified teacher to raise funds to supplement the bursary he would receive. 

 

Pre-1879: Schooling and Teachers in Sunderland 

Sunderland School Board 

The development and management of schools in Sunderland, and the appointment of teachers and 

masters, was overseen by the Sunderland School Board during this period. The School Board met 

monthly and extensive minutes were published in the Sunderland Echo. Committees for Finance, 

Education and Works all reported via the Board; virtually all appointments and movements of 

teachers were also reported. Hendon Board School features quite prominently at this time, as it was 

being extended to accommodate more pupils, consolidating those from smaller schools into one 

site. Hence there are adverts posted for tenders for the construction of new school buildings at 

Hendon in August 1877; the new Hendon Board School for Girls opens on 28th April 1878; there are 

more building tenders issued in November 1878. The expanded “Hendon Board Schools” were 

officially opened on Monday 6th January 1879, with Walter Chappel – later to be a founder of 

Sunderland A.F.C. – the first assistant master of the Boys’ Department: 
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Hendon Board School was therefore in the market for more teachers in 1879; James Allan would be 

one of the masters they subsequently recruited. 

Sunderland & District Teachers Association 

Starting life as the “Association of Teachers of the Wesleyan and Board Schools in Sunderland”, this 

was a forum where masters, teachers and pupil-teachers could meet and exchange ideas, grumble 

about conditions, etc. It was independent of the School Board, more like the local branch of a Trades 

Union. They met quarterly and some of these meetings were reported in the Sunderland Echo. 

 

Pre-1879: Football in Sunderland 

The only form of football being played in Sunderland at this time was rugby. There were two main 

clubs in the town at the time:  

 Sunderland Football Club (later Sunderland R.F.C.) which had formed in 1873 and which still 

exists today, playing at a ground on Chester Road (they moved to their current ground at 

Ashbrooke in 1887); 

 Sunderland Rovers, based at Hendon (at the Blue House Field in 1878), a club which was to 

fold by around 1886. This was the club that Grayston claimed in his memoirs to be a playing 

member of in 1879 (together with Allan who was a “spectator” member), though there is no 

sign of him appearing in 1st and 2nd team reports of the time. His young age probably meant 

he was playing in the junior / colts team, which rarely had its matches reported. 

There are regular reports of matches played by these teams in the newspapers of the time, with full 

line-ups given. 

 

Pre-1879: Blue House Field 

The Blue House Field was a regular venue for many sporting and non-sporting events in the 1870s, 

and was well-known in the town. It wasn’t actually a single field, there were separate cricket and 

athletics areas. There were also adjacent fields present at that time. 

Hendon Church Institute Cricket Club was the tenant of the cricket ground in 1879 and 1880. 

Sunderland Rovers rugby team were using the athletics area in 1878, as this excerpt from the 

Sunderland Echo of 2nd November 1878 shows: 
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The Rovers continued to be based at Hendon 

throughout their short existence, but the Blue 

House Field is not mentioned specifically as their 

home in subsequent years, rather “Rovers’ Ground, 

Hendon”. John Grayston states that their ground 

was “where the oil tanks were”. They were playing 

at Hendon at the same time as Sunderland A.F.C. 

were at the Blue House Field in 1880-1882; on some 

occasions both had matches on the same afternoon. 

It is therefore doubtful that the two clubs ever 

shared the pitch known as Blue House Field. 

In the present day, the Raich Carter Sports Centre 

sits where the Blue House Field Cricket Ground 

would have been; the Blue House Field (athletics / 

football) is adjacent and to the south, still a football 

field and marked with a blue plaque; the Rovers’ Ground, from Grayston’s statement, would have 

been adjacent and to the east of the cricket ground, i.e. on the opposite side of the road to the Raich 

Carter Sports Centre. 

 

1st April 1879: James Allan arrives in Sunderland 

James Allan took up his post as Second Assistant Master at 

Hendon Board School on 1st April 1879.  This is reported in 

the Sunderland Echo’s coverage of the Board’s monthly 

meeting of 8th April 1879, published in the edition of 9th 

April 1879. It is also published in the Newcastle Courant of 

11th April 1879. 

There is no evidence that Allan was employed in Sunderland 

at any time before this, and Grayston’s memoirs align with 

this, stating Allan arrived to his post from Glasgow 

University. Allan’s obituary in 1911 also states that he 

arrived in Sunderland in 1879. 
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Notes: 

 The 1878-79 rugby season had ended by the time Allan arrived; therefore Grayston’s claim that Allan 

joined him as a (non-playing) member of the Rovers Rugby Club could only have applied from the 

1879-80 season onwards. 

 The first opportunity Allan would have had to meet the other teachers in the Sunderland and District 

Teachers’ Association would have been the June 1879 quarterly meeting. It is not known if this 

meeting took place, as there is no report of such in the local newspapers. 

 The first possible return of Allan to his native Scotland would have been the school summer holidays of 

1879, which then, as now, were during July and August. The earliest he could have returned from his 

holidays with a round football, as per Grayston’s claim, would therefore be September 1879. 

 

 

13th September 1879: Quarterly Meeting of the Sunderland and District Teachers’ 

Association 

This meeting is reported in the Sunderland Echo of 15th September 1879. During the meeting seven 

new members were admitted to the association. 

 

Notes: 

 There is a strong possibility that James Allan was 

one of the seven new members admitted. 

 This would have been Allan’s first opportunity to 

introduce the idea of Association Football to his 

fellow teachers. 

 At best this was probably only the second time he 

had met teachers from further afield of Hendon 

Board School. 

 

 

 

 

23rd January 1880: The formation of Northumberland and Durham Football Association 

A meeting was convened at the Turk’s Head Hotel, Grey Street, Newcastle in order to form an 

association of the clubs playing soccer in the counties of Northumberland and Durham. Only six 

clubs were initially enrolled: Tyne, Newcastle Rangers, North-Eastern, Corbridge, Burnopfield and 

Darlington Grammar School. There is no sign of the meeting being reported in the Sunderland Echo; 

it was probably considered of no interest in a rugby-playing town. It was, however, extensively 

reported in the Newcastle Journal of Saturday 24th January 1880: 
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Notes: 

 If the teachers had formed a team by this point, why did they make no attempt to join the new 

Northumberland and Durham F.A., an action which would have established links to other clubs and the 

possibility of fixtures? 

 Why would those forming the new association specifically include Sunderland in the list of “rugby” 

towns that should be able to support a team? Either there was no team in Sunderland at this point, or 

if the teachers had formed a team, they were keeping the fact very well hidden; they obviously had not 

even attempted to contact any of the existing clubs to try to arrange a fixture. 
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13th March 1880: Quarterly Meeting of Sunderland and District Teachers’ Association 

The teachers’ quarterly meeting was reported in the Sunderland Echo of Monday 15th March 1880.  

They mainly discuss inspections and examinations, but find the time towards the end to chat about 

sport … not football, but the forthcoming Oxford and Cambridge boat-race. 

 

 

Notes: 

 If the teachers had formed a “serious” 

football club six months earlier, and as 

Grayston states, were struggling for fixtures 

and funds, would they not mention it? 

Especially in any submission they made to 

the local newspaper, it would have been 

free-advertising of their existence. Rather 

than offer their opinion on the Boat Race? 
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Late May 1880: Northumberland and Durham Football Association introduce a Challenge 

Cup 

A general meeting is held to draw up 

the rules for the Challenge Cup, and is 

reported widely (Northern Echo 

report of 30th May 1880 is shown 

here). The cup is described in great 

detail and there is a specific hope that 

its introduction will encourage the 

formation of new teams in the 

counties to compete for it. The 

association at this point still only has 

seven clubs, only one more than 

registered at the initial meeting in 

January 1880. There is a recognition 

that several other clubs have formed, 

and others are in the course of 

formation. 

Notes: 

 Sunderland District Teachers’ Association Football Club remains outside the Northumberland and 

Durham F.A. The club may still be unknown to the F.A., or they may be one of the new clubs formed 

or in the course of formation; or they may simply not yet exist. 

 

Mid-September 1880: Northumberland and Durham Challenge Cup Closure for Entries 

Athletic News reports on 22nd September 

1880 that the last date to enter a team 

for the Northumberland and Durham 

Challenge Cup is 25th October 1880. It also 

indicates there are now a dozen clubs in 

the region, and that the cup itself is on 

display in Newcastle. 

 

 

Notes: 

 Allan was familiar enough with Newcastle to marry there in the fourth quarter of 1880, so there’s a 

fair chance he had a good look at the new cup in the shop window there, and was aware of the 

imminent closing date for entries. If his band of teachers were to enter, they needed to officially form 

a team as soon as possible. 
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25th September 1880: The teachers’ club makes itself known to the world 

On the afternoon of Saturday 25th September 1880, Sunderland and District Teachers’ Association 

have a special meeting at Rectory Park Schools. The meeting is reported in the Sunderland Echo of 

27th September 1880. The primary reason for the meeting is to listen to the representative of the 

forerunner of the N.U.T., probably with the intention of having their association affiliate to the 

Union (unless it had already done so). 

It is almost certainly the case that following (or prior to) the union meeting, the teachers held a sub-

meeting at which they formally established Sunderland and District Teachers’ Association Football 

Club, appointing the necessary officers required for entry to the Northumberland and Durham F.A.; 

they let the Echo reporter know what they had done, and an entry about it is tucked away in the 

“Local and General News” section (rather than sports) of the same edition of Sunderland Echo.  
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Notes: 

 If the club had originally formed in 1879, why did it take until September 1880 to formally announce 

this? 

 There is no sign of John Grayston as secretary, the honour going to William Elliott. If Grayston had 

been the “secretary” of the prototype club - as he claimed - he had either made a poor fist of it or was 

not considered experienced enough now that things had got serious. 

 Note James Allan is only vice-captain, despite being the prime-mover in the enterprise. This is 

probably solely down to the fact that Robert Singleton was the most senior teacher (a headmaster) 

involved, and “pulled rank”. 

 

9th October 1880: First reported practice match 

A snippet in the Sunderland Echo of Monday 11th October 1880 places the club at the Blue House 

Field for the first time, where Allan’s team beats Singleton’s 5-0. 

 

Notes: 

 The term “first game of the season” is used. It could be inferred that they may have had similar 

practices (unreported) during the previous season, but equally it was the start of the season for all 

teams, new or old, and there could be no more to it than this. 

 

16th October 1880: Second practice match and change of name 

The Sunderland Echo of Monday 18th October 1880 indicates that the teachers have had another 

practice and have now changed the club’s name to Sunderland Association Football Club, and that 

Robert Singleton has been elected to serve on the committee of the Northumberland and Durham 

F.A. 

 

There is also more extensive reporting in the Newcastle Journal. On Saturday 16th October 1880 the 

club is essentially announcing itself to the clubs and people in Newcastle: 
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Then, in the Newcastle Journal of Monday 18th October, similar information on the name change as 

is in the Sunderland Echo of the same day (see above) is announced: 

 

Notes: 

 We now have the home ground and club colours formally announced. 

 The name has been changed very quickly, and the club opened up to all professions; it is only 3 weeks 

after the club first made itself known to the world, and nowhere near the often quoted “2 years” of 

struggle as a teachers-only outfit. 

 Note that the Newcastle Journal introduces the club as “new” on Saturday and states the club is 

“recently formed” in the Monday article. Clearly the sports journalists of Newcastle, where the 

association game had flourished for more than 3 years, regarded Sunderland as a brand new club. 

 Perhaps poor numbers attending the first couple of practices have made the teachers quickly realise 

that if they are going to afford the rent at the Blue House Field, and have any chance of competing 

with the other clubs in the area, they have to open the club up to the wider population. 

 

6th November 1880: Advertising for Players 

The new club is a week away from their first match against another club, and the Northumberland 

and Durham Challenge Cup is looming. On Saturday 6th November 1880 they place an advert in the 

Sunderland Echo for the first time; it is run on 3 subsequent nights during the following week: 

 

Notes: 

 The club is obviously struggling for numbers and have now completely abandoned the idea of limiting 

membership to teachers. 
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10th November 1880: Athletic News report Sunderland club “recently formed” 

The weekly “Athletic News” paper carried a regular column on “The Association Game in 

Northumberland and Durham”. Sunderland are first mentioned in this column on Wednesday 10th 

November 1880: 

 

Notes: 

 Athletic News, the country’s primary sporting publication of the time, regard Sunderland as “recently 

formed” and “learning the game”, which is an extremely unlikely description if the club had actually 

formed over a year earlier in October 1879. 

 The formation of the Ovingham club is well documented in contemporary sources; 25th September 

1880 after the local cricket team loaned their field for an exhibition game between Tyne and 

Corbridge, and were so impressed they decided to form their own association team immediately 

afterwards. 

 The formation of the Newcastle FA club is also well-documented; 23rd October 1880 after a kick-about 

on the Town Moor, a meeting was held at the nearby North Terrace Hotel at which the club was 

formed and officers appointed. 

 The fact that Sunderland are mentioned alongside Ovingham and Newcastle FA in terms of being 

recently formed strongly supports a Sunderland formation date of 25th September 1880. 
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13th November 1880: The first reported match against another club 

The Sunderland Echo of Monday 15th November 1880 reports Sunderland A.F.C.’s first match, a 1-0 

defeat to Ferryhill at the Blue House Field. 

 

The Newcastle Journal of the same day offers a more detailed account and confirms it is the first 

“proper” match: 

 

Notes: 

 There is evidently a struggle to get even the talented team members to turn up. John Grayston, for all 

his claims to have played in the first game, is one of the absent “better” players! 

 In the early days, matches were usually more substantially reported in the Newcastle papers than the 

Sunderland Echo; more than likely because the Echo reporter was struggling with the rules of the new 

game, whilst his counterparts from Newcastle had had the experience of watching the likes of Tyne 

and Rangers for three years. 
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25th May 1883: Formation of the Durham Football Association 

At the end of the 1882-3 season, football had grown so substantially in the North-East that it was felt 

the Northumberland and Durham F.A. should split into separate county associations. Sadly, the 

minutes of the Northumberland and Durham F.A. from 1880 to 1883 seem to have been lost forever; 

however, those of the Durham F.A. incredibly still exist, in their original hand-written form, in the 

Tyne and Wear Archives (part of the National Archives). 

The first general meeting of the Durham F.A. took place at the Three Tuns Hotel, Durham on 25th 

May 1883. The original club members were Sunderland, Whitburn, Castle Eden, Birtley, Stanley Star, 

Burnopfield, Derwent Rovers, Hamsterley and Milkwell Burn. Significantly, Robert Singleton, one of 

Sunderland A.F.C.’s founders, was elected Treasurer, and regularly signed off the hand-written 

minutes. So as an aside, if you ever wish to handle a document that one of Sunderland’s founding 

fathers handled, become a member of the Tyne and Wear Archives (it’s free). 

The significance of Robert Singleton being at the centre of the early Durham F.A. will become 

apparent later… 

 

14th August 1883: Second General Meeting of the Durham Football Association 

Several more clubs had joined the Durham F.A. by now and an inventory of them was listed in the 

minutes, with the name of the secretary and club colours where available. Sunderland’s entry listed 

Macmillan (Jim) as secretary and the colours as Navy Blue. The Durham F.A. were obviously keen to 

promote the sport and make links with the local press, the following entry appearing in the minutes: 

The editor of the Northern Athlete having written to the secretary to the effect that he was prepared 

to devote a certain amount of space to the proceedings of the D.F.A. it was proposed by Mr. Park 

(Castle Eden Colliery) “That the Northern Athlete be the official organ of the association.” Seconded 

by Mr. Beattie (Hobson Wanderers) and carried unanimously. 

This is confirmed by the Northern Athlete itself in the edition of 22 August 1883: 

  

Notes: 

 The Northern Athlete was the prominent weekly sports publication 

for the North-East at this time. 

 The Durham F.A. were clearly forming a very close relationship 

with the Northern Athlete in order to keep the wider public aware of 

their business. 
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22nd August 1883 to 19th September 1883: Northern Athlete requests information from the 

secretaries of North-East Football Clubs: 

Starting on 22nd August 1883, Northern Athlete requested details from all rugby and association 

football clubs currently operating in the North-East, in order that they may publish an inventory. The 

original request is shown below, it is repeated and updated on 5th September 1883, 12th September 

1883 and 19th September 1883: 
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26h September 1883: Northern Athlete publishes inventory of North-East Football Clubs 

Northern Athlete have now collected their information from club secretaries and publish details of 

all the association and rugby teams in the region at the start of the 1883-84 season, in the issue of 

Wednesday 26th September 1883. The key to the information given, and the first few teams, is 

below: 

 

The Sunderland entry sits near the end, as follows: 
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Notes: 

 We can see that the Northern Athlete directly requested club details from club secretaries for several 

weeks before publishing. We can therefore be confident that the Sunderland A.F.C. details were 

provided directly from the club.  

 As we have seen, the Durham F.A. had established a close connection with Northern Athlete at this 

time, so the Durham F.A. would also have an interest in ensuring that the details of its member clubs 

were accurately presented to the wider public. 

 At the club’s half-yearly general meeting on 14th September 1883, the following were elected officers 

for the coming season: Mr. Singleton (hon. Captain), J.R. Allan (captain), J. McDonald (vice-captain), J. 

McMillan (secretary), J. Kirtley (treasurer), with the committee completed by E. Watson, W. Allan, E. 

Woodward, F. Woodward, W. Scott and J. Johnston. 

 Original founders Robert Singleton and James Allan were therefore still in key positions at the club as 

were Ted Watson and Frank Woodward, who had both played in the club’s first ever game. Robert 

Singleton was also embedded in the Durham F.A. as treasurer and Sunderland representative. 

 Effectively we have club founders Allan and Singleton confirming - only three years after the event - 

that Sunderland Association Football Club formed in September 1880; which corroborates the 

Sunderland Echo of 27th September 1880 which reported the formation and stated Singleton and Allan 

were present and had been elected Captain/Treasurer and vice-captain respectively. 

 

September 1884: Sunderland AFC issue their Membership Cards for the new season 

The club had won their first trophies the previous season (the Durham Challenge Cup and Newcastle 

Temperance Festival Cup), and had moved to a new home ground at Abbs Field, Fulwell. This was a 

significant move, as this ground was fully enclosed and they were therefore better placed to collect 

gate money. They were also now selling membership for the 1884-85 season, with a membership 

card provided: 
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Notes: 

 The above artefact was included in the club’s “The Official History” book published in 2000, at page 9, 

and clearly states that the club was established in 1880.  

 This is a document published by the club itself, the ultimate primary source. The secretary is still James 

McMillan, who would have provided the same foundation information to Northern Athlete the 

previous year (see earlier). Once again, original founders James Allan and Robert Singleton still occupy 

prominent positions at the club. It is hard to believe that Allan and Singleton in particular would be 

party to continually presenting the club’s formation year as 1880 if this were untrue. 

 Interesting that the club stated their ground was Newcastle Road; this is where they had won the 

Durham Challenge Cup the previous season. They had spent the summer searching for a new ground 

and maybe thought they had secured Newcastle Road at the time the cards were printed. It was only a 

matter of days before the season started that they announced their new ground was to be Abbs Field. 

They obviously did not give up on Newcastle Road, and eventually secured its use in April 1886. 

 

1880 In Secondary Sources 

Though the myth of the 1879 formation seemed to originally arise in a Sunderland Echo article of 

1887 (several years after the above primary sources were published), it did not prevent 1880 

references from appearing in later publications. 

The following is an excerpt from the 1937/38 FA Cup Semi-Final Programme (Sunderland v 

Huddersfield Town, played at Ewood Park, Blackburn): 
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A recently published book “England’s Oldest Football Clubs 1815-1889” by Martin Westby is an 

extensive work of research: 

 

The information in this publication has been derived from Football Annuals published by Charles W. 

Alcock from 1868 to 1908. Alcock was born in Sunderland (there is a blue plaque in Sunniside), 

schooled at Harrow, and introduced the FA Cup in 1871; he later became Secretary of the FA. 

Alcock’s Annuals are serious collector’s items, selling for around £900 each and are considered the 

definitive source of information on the early days of Association Football. They also represent a 

completely different source of information to that compiled on this website. Westby’s conclusion for 

Sunderland AFC? Formed in 1880 and played their first game the same year. 


