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T he other form of football, or the ‘running’ 
game, tradition has it that this was started 
when William Webb Ellis, playing in a 
soccer match at Rugby School in 1823, 

picked up the ball and ran with it. Whether this 
incident was the start of rugby is difficult to tell, but 
the game became popular, particularly in southern 
England public schools. In 1848, a meeting at 
Cambridge University between the public schools 
of Eton, Harrow, Rugby, Marlborough, Westminster 
and Shrewsbury formulated what was known as the 
‘Cambridge rules’. These were the most widely used 
but were not the only ones. In 1861 Blackheath met 
Richmond in a game played under ‘Harrow rules’. 
There were also local modifications to the rules. 
The adherents of the ‘kicking’ and ‘running’ games 
met in 1863 to try to come to a compromise in 
order to unify the rules. Agreement 
could not be found over ‘hacking’ 
and ‘tripping’. ‘Hacking’ was the 
deliberate kicking of an opponent’s 
shins. Blackheath walked out of the 
meeting and, as a result, the ‘kicking’ 
game formulated the rules which 
are the basis of our present laws of 
association football. The Football 
Association instituted its first 
competition, the FA Cup, in 1871 
with mainly southern clubs taking 
part. The year 1871 was also the year 
in which the ‘running’ game codified 
its separate laws and, four years later, 
the Hospitals Cup was first contested. 

Locally, in Burton, at a meeting 
convened at the Swan Hotel in 1870, 
a resolution was passed unanimously 
to form a rugby club, to be known 
as Burton Football Club. WF Warren 
was appointed its first secretary 
and H Trafford Nadin (a member 
of the family of local coalmasters) 
became its first captain. A rugby club 
founded by brewers in a pub has 

every chance of being successful and so it has proved 
for Burton Football Club, formed on Wednesday 5th 
October 1870 at the Swan Hotel, Burton on Trent. 
It was common practice at the time for rugby clubs 
to call themselves football clubs. Some still have the 
word ‘football’ in their names, for example, leading 
Midlands’ rugby club Leicester Football Club. Hence 
its entitlement to call itself a Football Club not a 
Rugby Football Club. As such Burton is one of the 
oldest rugby clubs in the world and widely regarded 
as the 25th oldest. 

Burton was in the vanguard of organised sport 
and the rugby club was an example of its forward 
thinking. The town was also one of the first places 
to form a football association. At the Rising Sun, 
Horninglow Street in 1871, the Burton and District 

Football Association was formed. It 
used to claim to be the oldest in the 
country but a more accurate claim 
would be that it was one of the first. 

From 1870 to 1888 matches were 
played on Burton cricket ground, 
with one exception when, because 
of flooding, the first football match 
ever to be played on Peel Croft took 
place on 27th January 1872. An 
article written by G Morland Day 
gives some idea as to how rugby was 
played in Burton in the early 1870s. 
He says that “the rules observed 
locally were, at that date, dominated 
by the rules of association football. 
Handling was allowed to stop the 
ball but throwing or knocking on 
were not permissible. Catches could 
be made and a free kick taken by 
the catcher. The goalposts were eight 
yards apart with a tape between 
them 14 feet above the ground. One 
contentious rule was the change of 
ends on the scoring of each goal. 
When the ball went out of play, the 

kicker or last man to touch it had to go and collect it 
and hand it to an opponent who kicked the ball into 
play from the touchline at right angles to the line. If 
the ball went behind the goals and someone from the 
attacking side touched down, the player was awarded 
a free kick at goal from 25 yards. Free kicks were 
awarded for various infractions of the rules but goals 
could not be scored from penalties. Tripping, hacking 
and pushing were not allowed but hipping (throwing 
an opponent over the hip) and shouldering were. 
Teams consisted of 15 players generally, but this was 
not strictly enforced, the main criteria being that each 
side had the same number of players.” 

In the laws of the game the reduction of players in a 
team from 20 to 15 did not come about until 1876. 
A match was won by the side scoring the most goals 
but, should both teams score the same number, then 
tries decided it. 

The club colours of ‘white jersey with black diagonal 
stripe running from right shoulder to left hip, white 
shorts and black stockings with white tops’ were 
adopted at the Annual General Meeting in 1877, and 
despite several unsuccessful attempts to change them, 
they have, thankfully, remained to this day.

The Midland Counties Union was formed in 1879 
and they met and beat Yorkshire in their first 
representative match which was hosted by the Burton 
club. The following season, Midland Counties 
defeated Gloucestershire with a side which included 
seven Burton men. SH Evershed captained the 
Midlands side and was also chosen to represent the 
North versus the South. 

The year 1883 was a great season for Burton as they 
carried off the Midlands Challenge Cup. The final 
was played at Coventry and their opponents were 
the very powerful Moseley side. They had gone 
undefeated for two seasons over which period they 
had scored 67 goals and 85 tries to their opponents’ 
one goal and five tries. Nevertheless, Burton ran out 
winners by two goals to Moseley’s one goal and two 
tries. The team was enthusiastically received on their 
return to Burton.

In 1888 the club returned to its home of Peel Croft, 
only to be thrown off after two years following a 
disagreement with its owner. Thereafter matches were 
played at various grounds, namely: Crescent Brewery 
ground (1890-1896), Ind Coope ground by the 
Station Hotel (1896-1899) and Marston’s ground by 
the Albion Hotel (1899-1910).

But in 1910 the club returned home to Peel Croft 
and has remained there ever since, purchasing the 
freehold in 1953. 

Burton again won the cup in 1888 beating Coventry 
in the final by two goals to nil in front of a crowd of 
14,000.

Early events at the club saw Ladies being admitted 
in 1889, and since then the club has always been 
grateful for their interest and support. The first set 
of club rules were adopted in 1891 and at the same 
time the name was changed to Burton Football Club 
– thus in 21 years the foundations of the club were 
well and truly laid.

The first overseas side to tour England was the 
Maori side in 1888/9 and they met Burton on the 

List of the oLdest 
cLubs in the WorLd

1 Guy’s hospital 1843
2 dublin university 1854
3 Liverpool 1857
4 edinburgh Academicals 1857
5 blackheath 1858
6 civil service 1863
7 Manchester 1860
8 sale 1861
9 richmond 1861
10 bath 1861
11 West of scotland 1861
12 harlequins 1866
13 Glasgow Academicals 1866
14 Wasps 1867
15 twickenham 1867
16 north 1868
17 brighton 1868
18 Kilmarnock 1868
19 edinburgh Wanderers 1868
20 Queens university 1869
21 oxford university 1869
22 Preston Grasshoppers 1869
23 ipswich 1870
24 dublin Wanderers 1870
25	 Burton	1870 1888/9 Touring Maori Side

List of fixtures
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Peel Croft (Burton’s first 
game there) on October 
14th 1888 and Burton ran 
out winners, 4 - 3. The team 
toured the British Isles, 
Australia, and New Zealand 
in 1888 and 1889. Although 
the team mainly played Rugby 
union football, it also played 
several Victorian Rules, and 
Association football matches. 
The team won 78 of their 107 
rugby matches and three of their 
Victorian Rules matches. Their 
tour of the British Isles was the 
first by a New Zealand rugby 
team – the next was not until the 
Original All Blacks tour of 1905. 
The squad of 26 was privately 
organised and was composed 
mainly of players of Maori 
ancestry, although several Pakeha 
were included in the squad.

In 1890 the embryonic Barbarians 
were beaten on Peel Croft on 
their first tour of the North! Peel 
Croft was the home of Burton 
Swifts Soccer Club from 1892-
1901 and Burton United from 
1901-1907. Burton Swifts were 
founder members of the Football 
League (Division Two). 

The rugby club played at Shobnall, on a ground 
rented from Marston’s Brewery from 1901-1910. The 
development of the club was hindered somewhat 
during this period as the ground was a long way out 
of town and did not attract big crowds. Committee 
meetings were held at the Saracen’s Head Hotel 
in Bridge Street. Mine host, Mr FT Lake, took on 
the duties of hon. secretary and Mr BC Newbold, 
a member of the well-known firm of solicitors of 
Drewery and Newbold and captain of the Burton XV, 
assisted him. 

Mr Newbold formed the St Modwen’s Rugby 
Football Club in 1906 with its headquarters at 
Regatta Lane, Branston Road. There appears to have 

been bad spirit between St Modwen’s and 
the Burton club and when they met in 
1908, play was described as ‘vigorous’. Mr 
Newbold was asked to use his influence 
to foster friendship between the clubs. 
In 1910 the clubs amalgamated and Peel 
Croft became the headquarters. The 
ground became available after Burton 
United Association Football Club 

dropped out of the Football 
League and the stand had 
burnt down. Frank Evershed 
was the outstanding player, 
winning 10 England caps. 
I believe that he is the 
only Burtonian to achieve 
international status. 

In the January 16, 1904 
edition of the Midland 
Express it stated that  
JJ Robinson and EM Baker 
both played for England, but 
it’s unclear if they were they 
playing for Burton at the 
time.

The greatest name in Burton 
sporting circles at the time 
was Mr SH Evershed. He was 
president, secretary, skipper 
and committee man of the 

rugby club. In addition he captained Derbyshire 
County Cricket Club and was a big noise in rowing 
circles. His father, Sydney, was president of the 
rugby club for 20 years prior to his death in 1903. 
The Eversheds did all this in their time of running a 
successful brewery. Around this time they were taken 
over and became Marston, Thompson and Evershed. 

The inter-war period saw victory over Swansea in  
1926 and probably produced the finest side since 
1900 with the team of 1932/33, captained by GT 
Barker. This player went on to captain the club for 
five years and introduced ‘Peel Croft Social Club’, 
to provide liquid refreshment for visiting teams, and 
also Easter tours, now a tradition involving visits to 
many parts of the United Kingdom as well as Poland, 
France, Germany and USA.

A fter the war in, 1946 the club resumed 
with two teams, to be joined by a third 
in 1948 and later, fourth and fifth teams. 
The Colts began in 1961, mini junior 

in 1971, the Veterans in 1983 and finally to complete 
the requirements of a modern club, the Ladies 
started in 1992. In 1992 the club gained promotion 
to Midlands One and strived to gain national league 
status, finishing second on three occasions. 

Two successive relegations followed at the turn of the 
century which landed the team in Midlands 3 which 
was a low period for the club. However, promotion 
in two successive years in 2003-5 back to Midlands 
One and a Staffordshire Cup Victory in 2004-5 along 
with getting to within a ‘post’s denial’ of reaching 
the semi final of the 
National Intermediate 
cup, brought cheer back 
into the club ranks. Sadly 
Burton only survived one 
year back in Midlands 1 
and suffered a set back 
by being relegated 
straight back to Midlands 
Division 2 where they 
are now building for the 
future and striving to 
regain Midlands 1 status 
and there-on.

The future is bright for 
the club as there is now a 
policy, which was somewhat lacking in the mid to late 
nineties, of building extensively from within the club 
with the feed of quality players from the burgeoning 
Mini Junior section. At the current time Burton are 
riding high in Midlands 2 and although promotion 
this year is out of reach, it should not be long as the 
side is very young and talented and with a bit more 
experience can go on to enjoy more success.

As we enter the end of the first decade of the new 
millennium, Burton Rugby Club is looking into 
major plans that are potentially very exciting, a 
watershed moment to take it through this century 
and helping to ensure the long term viability and 
vitality of the club and an ever-growing Mini Junior 
section.
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The Mini Junior Section

T he Mini Junior section of Burton Rugby 
Club started way back in 1971 when a 
handful of forward thinking dads and 
players decided to try and get some of 

their children involved in playing for fun.

From this humble beginning it has grown into a 
playing membership of over 450 boys and girls, the 
envy of many clubs within the Midlands. Currently 
there are squad sizes ranging from 25 up to 50. From 
U6 to U17 each age group regularly turn out two 
teams on a Sunday morning. Girls play in the same 
teams as the lads until 12 years old and now have a 
thriving junior girls team set up.

At Burton we do not 
yet have the luxury of 
an array of pitches at 
our own ground and 
have to travel regularly, 
so the number of 
players we have is a 
testament to the quality 
of coaching, parental 
support and the warm 
welcome offered by the 
club.

There has been success 
both as teams and 
individually over the 
years with many of 
the teams winning 

the Staffordshire County Cup, performing well in 
the National Cup and various festivals that are held. 
Many individuals have gone onto represent at County 
level, Midlands and even representative honours. 
However, winning ‘at all costs’ at Mini Junior level is 
not our major objective as a section or as coaches. We 
have strived over the years to develop an ethos that it 
is ‘rugby for all.’ The importance of mini junior rugby 
is one of involvement, fun and receiving good basic 
core skills to subsequently deliver to senior rugby as 
many players as possible, be it social sides, 1st team, 
county or representative/national levels.

KW

Peel Croft as it  
is today


