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It is hard to imagine today that Darwen EC. was once one of 
the premier football clubs in England, even playing in 
Division One of the Football League at one stage. A score of 
Darwen 3, Everton 1 would be difficult to comprehend in 
1996, yet it happened in the First Division in season 1891-2. 
Darwen had been the first team of working men to challenge 
the southern amateur gentlemen's hegemony in the F.A. Cup 
in 1878-9, giving the Old Etonians, the eventual winners, a 
tough series of games in the fourth round (the last six in those 
days). However, only 20 years later, in season 1898-9, it 
collapsed in bankruptcy, never again to regain its Football 
League status. Why did this happen, when other seemingly 
similar local clubs such as Blackburn Rovers, Bolton 
Wanderers, and Preston North End continue to enjoy league 
status? In the late 1870s and early 1880s such clubs had 
similar playing strengths and status.

Fortuitously, the club minutes for part of this crucial period 
still survive, although surprisingly they have never previously 
been used by football historians. This study is based upon that 
source, and upon local newspapers, and seeks to explain why 
this and other similar extinctions occurred. First of all, 
however, it is necessary to explain a little of the demographic 
and economic theory affecting professional football. A 
number of economic and environmental factors are involved 
in the success or failure of professional clubs, including the 
size of a club's catchment area, local competition, the
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competence of its financial management, and the effects of 
membership of the Football League. J. F. Rooney argues that 
within a particular 'sports region' there exist certain patterns 
of fan identification. People who identify with a team in this 
area constitute a 'fan region', which may overlap with other 
'fan regions'. 1 What are the factors which determine whether 
a club will have a larger catchment area, and therefore 
potentially greater success? Doyle, Lewis, and Malmisur 
indicate that 'there is an inverse relationship between the 
distance to each professional football team's home field and 
the number of people who claim loyalty to that team', and 
that fan interest decreases over distance. 2 This could apply to 
Lancashire between 1880 and 1914, as transport facilities and 
the relative lack of financial resources among spectators would 
limit a club's catchment area. There are, however, other 
factors which might affect the size of the crowd, such as 
admission prices, ground facilities, current and past 
performance, and competition from other sports. Catchment 
areas for individual teams can overlap, but where good quality 
teams are playing, crowds will increase despite the distance 
involved. In Lancashire in the 1870s and 1880s, catchment 
areas overlapped in some towns, particularly Blackburn and 
Bolton, and it was increased competition which eliminated 
some clubs. 3

In England there is a strong element of spatial competition 
as smaller clubs are forced to operate within the same area as 
larger clubs, leading to a concentration of resources and a 
monopolization of success. 4 Bale argues for a 'cumulative- 
causation process': clubs in larger towns with greater revenue

1 J. F. Rooney, 'Sports from a. geographical perspective', in Sport and social 
order: contributions to the sociology of sport, ed. D. W. Ball and J. W. Loy 
(Reading, Massachusetts, 1975), pp. 58, 78.

2 R. C. Doyle, J. M. Lewis, and M. Malmisur, 'A sociological application 
of Rooney's fan region theory', Journal of Sports Behavior, III (2) (1980), 
pp. 54-5.

3 J. Bale, Sport and place: a geography of sport in England. Scotland and Wales 
(London, 1982), pp. 14-15.

4 J. R. Bale, The development of soccer as a participant and spectator sport: 
geographical aspects (London, 1979), p. 26; P. J. Sloane, 'The economics 
of professional football: the football club as a utility maximiser', Scottish 
Journal of Political Economy, XVIII (1971), pp. 121-46 at 125.
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potential are able to buy better players, thus attracting larger 
crowds, and so on. 5 Such a concentration was not as 
pronounced before 1914 as after 1960, preserving the smaller 
town clubs such as Preston North End, Blackburn Rovers, 
Burnley, and Bolton Wanderers. Competition needs 
organization, however, to control its negative aspects. Sloane 
states: 'In the football service industry in contrast to 
manufacturing industry, the stimulation for combination 
derives from natural mutual advantages rather than from the 
mutual disadvantages of cut-throat competition.' Sporting 
competition 'maximises uncertainty', thus drawing spectators. 
Sloane argues that football is a utility 'subject to financial 
viability', with a self-generating cycle of success. Sporting 
competition is more profitable than sporting monopoly, 
however, so clubs cannot drive out all rivals.'' The 'city size 
effect' was to some extent negated by restrictions imposed by 
the Football League, particularly the maximum wage of 1901 
and the Retain-and-Transfer system, which equalized playing 
strengths to a degree.

However well a club might be placed in terms of catchment 
area and competition, such advantages could be negated by 
incompetent management. Before the maximum wage was 
introduced in 1901, some clubs clearly paid out more than 
they could afford. In 1895 'Rob Roy' in the Athletic News 
Football Annual claimed that 'the adroit use of figures in many 
of the published balance sheets is quite transparent, and must

5 Bale, Development of soccer, p. 27.
6 Sloane, 'Economics of football', pp. 123-8, 136; N. Jennctt, 

'Attendances, uncertainty of outcome and policy in Scottish league 
football', Scottish Journal of Political Economy, XXXI (1984), pp. 176-98 
at 176, 178, 181, 183, 194; W. C. Neale", 'The peculiar economics of 
professional sports, Quarterly Journal of Economics, LXXVIII (1964), pp. 
1-14 at 1; B. Walter, 'The demand for professional league football and 
the success of Football League teams: some city size effects', Urban 
Studies, XXIII (1986), pp. 209-19; M. El-Hodi'ri and J. Quirk, 'An 
economic model of a professional sports league'. Journal of Political 
Economy, LXXIX (1971), pp. 1302-19 at 1303, 1306, 1313; N. C. 
VViseman, 'The economics of football', Lloyds Bank Review, CXXIII 
(Jan. 1977), pp. 29-43 at 41; W. Vamplew, 'The economics of a sports 
industry: Scottish gate money football, 1890-1914', Econ. H.R. 2nd sen 
XXXV (1982), pp. 549-67 at 560, 562.
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be set down to a strong desire to make the assets remove the 
big margin of debt on the current income'. 7 Management of 
football clubs up to 1914 was dominated by the committee: a 
group of major shareholders and other prominent local men 
whose lack of business skills when running a football club was 
often apparent. In addition, the committee selected the team 
and chose which players to buy and sell; lacking an expert eye 
to guide them, they were frequently wrong. Even normally 
competent businessmen did not always run their clubs on 
commercial lines. The Official Receiver's report on Newton 
Heath (later Manchester United) in 1902 stated that for ten 
years the club had been sustained by loans and had never paid 
a dividend, with £2,670 owing to various creditors; and this 
was a club with potential. 8 It was by no means an isolated 
example. As Gibson and Pickford stated in 1907:

At the bottom of the minds of most directors is a powerful love of sport . . . 
there seem ... to be few recompenses. There are practically none of a 
monetary character, and yet we meet men of keen commercial instincts who 
devote as much time to running a football team and get far more trouble 
out of it than to [sic] their own private business concerns.' 1

The professional manager running a football club was not 
common up to 1914, although John Cameron (ex-Queen's 
Park and Everton) became player-manager of Tottenham 
Hotspur around 1907. In an article entitled 'How to run a 
football team', Cameron stated that the manager conducted 
affairs, but 'as regards his status, he is indubitably the servant 
of the club directors ... All weighty matters are decided by the 
directors'. The manager's main role was to find good players, 
but also to instil an 'esprit de corps'. 10 However, many clubs 
continued to do without a manager in the modern sense until 
the 1920s or 1930s. 11 Given this lack of football managerial 
skills, and the unwillingness of directors and shareholders to

7 Quoted in Tony Mason, Association football and English society. 1863-1915 
(Brighton, 1980), p. 58.

8 P. M. Young, Manchester United (London, 1960), p. 38.
9 A. Gibson and W. Pickford, Association football & the men who made it 

(4 vols, London, 1905-6), II, p. 184.
10 Ibid. IV, pp. 128-32.
11 S. Wagg, The football world: a contemporary social history (Brighton, 1984), 

chapter 5.
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accept normal commercial conditions for the functioning of a 
club, it is not surprising that many got into difficulties.

The importance of membership of the Football League 
cannot be stressed too highly. The Chester Report claimed in 
1968: 'League Football is not a "commercial" operation in the 
same sense [as a] manufacturing or service industry; but it is 
subject to financial pressures like any other entertainment 
business'; however, 'the broad pattern of the top rich clubs 
getting more profitable and the lower poor clubs getting 
deeper into debt . . . appears to be ... established'. 12 This is a 
situation which has been repeated since the formation of the 
League: a few wealthy clubs showing a profit on gates alone, 
the rest subsidizing themselves by other means. However, the 
Football League always acted as a cartel from its foundation in 
1888, protecting its members by restricting competition to 
some extent. 13

The failure of Darwen F.C. to become a successful Football 
League club, despite a bright beginning, stems from a number 
of such factors. The 'city size' effect counted against Darwen, 
when compared with neighbours Blackburn 2 miles away. In 
1891 Darwen's population was 34,191 and Blackburn's 
120,064. 14 This smaller catchment area meant potentially 
fewer paying spectators. Second, there seems to have been a 
lack of support from wealthy individuals, unlike clubs in other 
towns. The proximity of Blackburn Rovers, who moved their 
ground to Ewood in 1890, a short trip by tram from Darwen, 
meant increased competition from a richer club. Around the 
time of Darwen's exit from the League, the committee's 
management of financial affairs and selection of players was 
poor, contributing to the demise in 1898-9. However, it was a 
combination of these factors a small-town team attracting 
fewer spectators than a bigger neighbour, lacking resources for 
better players, resulting in a slump in playing fortunes, leading 
to further decreases in gates, and so on which finally 
finished the club.

12 Department of Education, Report of the Committee on Football (Chester 
Report) (1968), pp. 33, 37-8, 40-1.

13 R. \V. Lewis, 'The development of professional football in Lancashire, 
1870-1914' (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, Lancaster Univ., 1994), chapter 4.

14 Census (1891): parliamentary boroughs.
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TABLE 1 Attendances at home games

Season Average Rank in Division league 
attendance attendance!, position

Before joining Football League

1883-4
1884-5
1885-6
1886-7
1887-8
1888-9
1889-90
1890-1

1,505
1.768
2,020
2,083
2,800
5,000
4,500
3,000

After joining Football League

1891-2
1892-3
1893-4
1894-5
1895-6
1896-7
1897-8
1898-9

4,920
3,500
3,700
3,650
2,700
2,350
2,275
1,225

11
17
19
24
27
30
29
36

1
2
1
2
2
2
2
9

14
3

15
6
9

11
15
18

Sources: 1883-91: matches reported in Football Field
1891-9: B. Tabner, Through the turnstiles (Harefield, 1992), 
pp. 62-6.

Darwen never drew substantial crowds, averaging roughly 
1,000-2,000 for a home game in the 1880s (Table 1). By the 
Annual Meeting in 1886, although there were complaints of 
'lessened gates', these were 'nothing compared with what was 
formerly the case'. Financially, the club appeared to be 
holding its own despite the advent of professionalism in 1885. 
Darwen were not invited to join the League in 1888, but did 
manage to enter the rival Alliance. Real problems only started 
once the League had taken off. Blackburn Rovers then moved 
their ground much nearer Darwen. League football so close 
was a great counter-attraction: 'Everton appeared at the 
Ewood ground on Saturday to meet the Rovers, with the 
result that some hundreds of Darwen folk made for the new
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TABLE 2 Darwen's Football League career

Seawn Division Played \\'on Drawn Lost Goals Goals Points league No of
for against position dubs

1891-2
1892-3
1893-4
1894-5
1895-6
1896-7
1897-8
1898-9

1
2
1
2
2
2
2
2

26
22
30
30
30
30
30
34

4
14
7

16
12
14
6
2

3
2
5
4
6
0
2
5

19
6
18
10
12
16
22
27

38
60
37
74
72
67
31
22

112
36
83
43
67
61
76

141

1 1
30
19
36
30
28
14
9

14
3
15
6
9

11
15
18

14
12
16
16
16
16
16
18

enclosure, although an important match was being decided at 
Barley Bank' [an Alliance match against Sheffield 
Wednesday]. 15 Such competition would eventually prove fatal 
to full professionalism in Darwen.

After apparently not applying for League status for the 
seasons 1889-90 and 1890-1, the club entered the League in 
1891, rather luckily, as they had never excelled in their two 
seasons in the Alliance. They had a poor season, finishing 
bottom with four wins from twenty-six games (Table 2). The 
1892-3 season was spent in the newly created Division Two, 
Darwen finishing third above clubs like Ardwick (Manchester 
City), gaining promotion to Division One via the Test matches. 
Relegated again in 1893-4, Darwen held their own in Division 
Two from 1894 to 1897. During this period, the Second 
Division contained such clubs as Newcasde United, Liverpool, 
and Royal Arsenal. Darwen at that time could match them, 
beating Royal Arsenal 3-1, Manchester City 4-0, Newcastle 
United 4-0, and Leicester Fosse (City) 8-2 in season 1894-5. 
But by 1898 they were in trouble, having finished the season 
next to the bottom, only goal average keeping them above 
Loughborough Town. However, these positions were reversed 
the following season, their final one in the League. Abysmal 
results included 10-0 defeats at Loughborough, Manchester 
City, and Walsall, 9-0 at Newton Heath (Manchester United), 
8-0 at Small Heath (Birmingham City), 8-1 at Luton, 9-2 at

15 Darwen News, 23 Jan. 1886, 15 Nov. 1890.
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Grimsby, 7-0 at New Brighton, and 6-0 at Woolwich Arsenal, 
Barnsley, and Blackpool. Little wonder that they folded at the 
end of the season. Meanwhile, Blackburn Rovers had 
established a reputation as one of the best clubs in the country 
from 1884, winning the F.A. Cup in 1884, 1885, 1886, 1890, 
and 1891. They remained in the First Division from 1888, 
finishing fourth in 1888-9, third in 1889-90, fourth in 1893-4, 
and fifth in 1894-5. They were clearly far too powerful a 
neighbour for a local team like Darwen.

Returning to 1892, however, Darwen's position at the bottom 
of Division One was disappointing, but not a total disaster. In 
terms of total attendances, they were eleventh out of fourteen, 
respectable when compared to bigger clubs (Table 3). The 
figures show Darwen's attendances not much behind those of 
Rovers, and above those of West Bromwich Albion (51,000), 
Stoke (48,000), and Accrington (48,000). Darwen may have 
benefited from the nearness of Lancashire rivals who brought 
travelling supporters, but the importance of First Division 
football is also significant. Once Darwen dropped out of the 
First Division, such attractions disappeared, the appeal of the 
like of Walsall Town Swifts being minimal. Local pundits 
argued that Darwen would certainly not draw such support if 
they played either in the Alliance or in the Lancashire League: 
'For any other sort of entertainment the public will not pay 
their money unless they get proper value.' 16

TABLE 3 Total attendances at selected First Division clubs in 1891-2

1
2
6
8
9

11

Club

Everton
Bolton Wanderers
Burnley
Preston North End
Blackburn Rovers
Darwen

Total 
attendances

123,000
102,000
84,000
71,000
70,000
62,000

16 N. Lovett, Facts and figures on the Football League clubs: the ex-league clubs 
(Hull, \98l); DamenNews, 14 May 1892.
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This judgement was vindicated in Division Two in 1892-3. 
Despite obtaining promotion via the Test matches, 'No one 
will deny the second division of the League has been a ghastly 
failure'. Weekly expenditure was greater (increased travel), 
income less (smaller crowds), and attendances were badly 
'knocked by the prolonged dispute in the cotton trade'. By 
1895 gates were giving cause for concern. Takings at two 
Palatine League games against attractive local opposition were 
disastrous: £7 (Burnley) and £3 Us. 6d. (Preston North Lnd). 
A meeting was called to discuss finances in April 1895, 
revealing debts of perhaps £200. It was suggested that one 
reason for poor gates was that Darwen was a small town, but 
gates had been higher in previous seasons, and the club was 
still in a respectable position in Division Two (sixth in 
1894-5). The gate against Manchester City was only £20 and 
it was proving 'utterly impossible to run a first class team in 
Darwen unless some funds were forthcoming at the beginning 
of the season', the chairman stated. 17

Such support did not come, however: 'The lot of the 
Darwen committee, owing to the poor support they have 
received from the public is far from being a happy one.' As a 
result, annual subscriptions were raised from Is. 6d. to 10.v., 
but ground season tickets would be 6.y. to obtain more 
support. A regular crowd of 3,000 or 4,000 would have been 
the break-even point. This figure was reached against Burslem 
Port Vale, prompting the comment: 'In some towns this would 
be considered a poor attendance, but if the Darwen 
committee always had gates like this, they would be able to get 
along very nicely'. By December 1895 'Darwen [appeared] to 
be relegating itself to a back position in the football world, 
what with poor gates and unsatisfactory performances of the 
team, the committee are in a dilemma'. Against Liverpool, 
the gate was only £37, although the club was half-way up 
Division Two and Liverpool were challenging for 
promotion. 18

17 Darwen News, 12 Apr. 1893, 2 Mar., 23 Mar., 20 Apr. 1895. The 
Palatine League was a secondary competition for Football League 
clubs from Lancashire.

18 Darwen News, 5 Oct., 23 Oct., 18 Dec. 1895.
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By the beginning of 1896 the crisis deepened as Darwen 
tried to float itself as a limited liability company. Mr Heyes, 
who worked on Manchester City's flotation, was brought in, 
but Mr Catterall warned that Darwen did not have City's 
potential support. They attempted to attract back 'those 
discontented ones who have of late slipped down to Ewood', 
but a subsequent gate against Woolwich Arsenal was only 
£30. Darwen slid down the Second Division in the following 
two seasons. By 1897 a gate against Loughborough was a 
mere £15. In 1898 some supporters were arguing that 
Darwen should abandon Division Two and join the 
Lancashire League. In their final League season, there were 
disastrous performances against poor teams, and very low 
gates: Loughborough £16, Grimsby £10, New Brighton £5, 
Burton Swifts £10, Lincoln City £14. Between 3 December 
1898 and 4 February 1899 the club received only £51 in gate 
money. The club was wound up at the end of the season, the 
decision being taken to found a new club playing in the 
Lancashire League. A comment in the Darwen News doubted 
the wisdom of this, since it felt the public would not pay to 
watch third-rate teams when they could watch First Division 
football at nearby Ewood, but this was what many former 
Darwen supporters were already doing by 1899. At a game 
against Lincoln City in 1897, the Darwen Post stated: 'quite as 
many people as assembled at Barley Bank wended their way 
to Ewood'. 'JJ.B.' commented: 'It is a sign of the times when 
on New Year's Day as many townsfolk would be at the Rovers 
and Everton match as were watching the "Peaceful Valleyites" 
succomb [sic] at home to Gainsborough'. As a writer in the 
Football Field summed it up: 'It is a question . . . whether the 
district, close as it is to Blackburn, can maintain a League 
team'. 19

Unlike other Lancashire towns such as Blackburn, local 
millowners and businessmen seemed unwilling to finance the 
club. Even in 1885, before professionalism had been legalized by 
the F.A., the Darwen secretary stated: 'Find me £200 and if you

19 Darwm .News, 29 Feb., 11 Mar. 1896, 17 Feb. 1897, 30 Mar., 7 Dec., 21 
Dec. 1898, 8 Feb., 29 Apr. 1899; Darwen Post, 2 Oct. 1897, 8Jan. 1898; 
Football Field, 4 Mar. 1899.
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decide to go in for open professionalism ... I am willing to spend 
your money on the best available talent. I have often heard it said 
that there are no gentlemen of influence and position who take 
an interest in Darwen Football Club, and that in this respect we 
compare very unfavourably with our neighbours'. The Darwen 
News commented: 'This is certainly true.' 20

During the 1880s the club functioned reasonably well 
despite the lack of backers. In 1886 the balance sheet showed 
that 'the club stands in a better position financially than it has 
done for three years', and although liabilities were £205, they 
were 'nothing to what some of the clubs owe in Lancashire'. 
This was reiterated in May: 'Whilst other clubs . . . have been 
going heavily into debt in order to pay these imported men 
high wages, the Darwen club have been going in an opposite 
direction'. In 1887 subscription lists were drawn up for 
liquidating the club's outstanding debt. In 1888 the Darwen 
News praised the club's 'satisfactory state of ... finances', 
although there were liabilities of £201 ?>s. 2d. on receipts of 
£915 Is. and expenditure of £1,149 7s. 2</. 21

By 1891 the Darwen News reported: 'The . . . club is over 
£250 in debt', and recommended that a public subscription 
be started. In 1895 it stated: 'During the past fortnight the 
managers of the club have experienced the greatest difficulty 
in fulfilling their engagements owing to being short of funds'. 
Darwen beat Accrington 12-0 in 1896, a writer commenting: 
'The Accrington club is practically defunct . . . the fate of 
Accrington will be shared by us. Lack of funds has been the 
primary cause of the downfall of the Reds.' A suggestion was 
made to refinance the club as a limited company or to go 
amateur: 'The crisis in our club's history has undoubtedly 
arrived'. Mr Heyes proposed making it a 'working men's club 
in the best sense of the word', with one man, one vote, and a 
directorate of enthusiasts. The prospectus for the 'new' club 
proposed a share capital of £2,000, but small attendances 
meant they would struggle to reach this target. 22

20 Darwen News, 24 Jan. 1885.
21 Ibid. 23 Jan., 15 May 1886, 5 Mar. 1887, 11 Feb. 1888.
22 Ibid. 31 Jan. 1891, 9 Oct. 1895, 22 Jan., 26 Feb., 4 Mar., 11 Mar. 

1896.
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Darwen's perennial problem was that it was already a 
'working men's club'. By April 1896 the majority of the shares 
taken up were bought by working men, although even this 
limited amount meant that money would be available for the 
following season (Table 4). 23 The club's minutes between 1896 
and 1899 chart its desperate attempts to balance the books:

Resolved sec. to write to gentlemen in Darwen to take up shares to make 
up the no. up to 1000.

Resolved sec. go to Blackburn to see the turnstiles for sale at Peter St. 
with power to buy.

Resolved we allowJowett to advertise on ground for the sum of £1.
Resolved Hindle allowed to advertise on ends of stand for £2 each and 

paint the front.
Resolved that Dr Heywood have a League ticket in consideration for 

doctoring players free. 24

Mr T. F.Johnson stated: 'it is a matter of regret . . . that we 
have to rely almost solely for support on the working men of 
the town', adding that 'local enthusiasm should not be carried 
to Blackburn'. 25 A meeting of the Finance Committee on 11 
December 1896 showed liabilities totalling £420 15^. In 
addition, there was £12 Os. 4af. owing for the turning over of 
the ground and rent of £37 \0s. The club wanted to write off 
these debts:

It must be understood that when this is done we become absolute owner of 
all booths, tents, open stand and . . . everything on the ground except the 
large stands and if these are valued together with the railings and fencing 
round the ground they should be worth at least £100. Then we also can 
count on the agricultural show £45 and the Flower Show £7 10s. Qd. We 
can also look forward confidently to £100 from Mr Rutherford [local M.P. 
John Rutherford] and also a profit from the Archery Tournament.

Including players and 'football materials', 'it can be 
confidently assured that our assets are almost equal to our 
liabilities'. 26

1897 followed the same pattern.

23 Darwen News, 18 Apr. 1896, which stated that 450 shares were taken up 
by 'working men'.

24 Blackburn Public Library, Darwen EC. minutes, 4, 6, 17, 20 Aug., 5 
Oct. 1896.

25 Darwen News, 4 Nov. 1896.
26 Minutes, 11 Dec. 1896.



Darwen Football Club 163

TABLE 4 Occupations of shareholders

Occupational group .\nmber Percentage

Aristocracy and gentry
Upper professionals
Lower professionals
Drink trade proprietors and employers
Other proprietors and employers
Managers and higher administrators
Clerical
Foremen, supervisors, and inspectors
Skilled manual
Semi-skilled manual
Unskilled manual

1
6

24
24
45

3
22
28
74
61
78

0.3
1.6
6.6
6.6

12.2
0.8
6.0
7.7

20.2
16.7
21.3

Total traced 366 100.0

Source: P.R.O., BT 31/6723/47303; occupational categories taken from
W. Vamplew, Pay up and play the game: professional sport in Britain, 1875 1914
(Cambridge, 1988), Appendix Ic.

Resolved we go to Everton for half gross gate . . . £17 \Qs. Od. being 
guaranteed.

Resolved we ask Lcyton £30 + '/ > gate over £50 with a match in London 
on the Monday for £20.

Resolved that a personal canvas be made of the gentlemen of the town to 
try and make up the share capital to £1000.

Resolved we write to several gentlemen at Blackburn and other places 
for shares.

Resolved we get up a concert for Mch. 1st in the Co-op Hall failing that 
the Public Hall.

Resolved ground be let to Mr Greenwood at 3/6 per week for his horses.
Resolved that sec to go London alone to arrange fixtures it being 

deemed advisable considering the finances that two could not be sent.
Resolved season tickets be advertised in two papers for a fortnight with 

prices. Ground to let for galas to be included in such advertisements. 27

Optimism regarding Mr Rutherford was misplaced, 
however: having promised £100 conditionally, it was not 
forthcoming. At a special meeting in June the remaining 144 
shares were offered at 2s. 6d. each, and despite 'the company 
[being] composed entirely of working men ... no fewer than

Ibid. 15, 25Jan., 1,11 Feb., 26, 27 May- lOJune 1897.
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15 shares were subscribed for'. The Danven News commented 
that in previous years the club had received donations of 
between £200 and £300, but not this year. By June the debt 
stood at £695 3s. Id., but the club promised that with £1,000, 
plus £60 from their M.P., they would pay it off. Comment was 
made that not many would subscribe to shares merely to pay 
off a debt. The committee promised to run the club next 
season without a loss, with 'no £1000 odd paid in wages'. 28

The cost-cutting and fund-raising became more desperate 
in 1898:

Resolved that players dress on ground and that gas and water be 
connected to the Alexandra tent if Mrs Sumner cater for refreshments.

Resolved we accept £25 from bicycle club for field on Aug 17/97.
Resolved we refuse Mr Sumner leave to keep poultry on the ground.
Resolved to charge cyclists Id. per time for practice or 6^. each up to 

Aug 17/97.
Resolved ladies pay at all matches. The price of boys to be left to man at 

gate.
We accept £15 for field from Flower Show for Aug 19 + 20 98 if paid on 

Friday Jan 14/98.

Finally, Mr Rutherford did consent to help the club, and they 
met on 17 February 1898 to consider the offer: 'Moved by T. 
Holt and seconded by Gillibrand that the £100 be used by the 
directors in meeting this season's expenses and carrying over 
the remaining fixtures.' 29

There was a crisis meeting in February 1899, since players 
had not been paid recently. It was declared that total receipts 
were £681 3s. Id. for the season, with expenditure of £674 
10^. 9Y>d., and that £200 was needed. Most of the back wages 
had been paid, but players had been playing unpaid for weeks, 
possibly an explanation for increasingly poor results. Most 
agreed to accept a fifth of what was owed to help the club, 
and the lord of the manor offered to rent the ground for £40 
instead of the current £70. This was to be of no avail, and the 
dramatic headline 'Darwen's Club's Assets Seized by Sheriff's 
Officer' appeared in the Darwen News on 4 March. The 
reserve team had been abandoned, and one player, Grier, had 
been offered a free transfer but did not want to accept it.

28 Darwen News, 16 Jan., 2 June 1897.
29 Minutes, 27 July, 3, 10, 24 Aug. 1897, 6Jan., 17 Feb. 1898.
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Whilst others reached an amicable settlement via the F.A., 
Grier took the club to court for £13. The club could not pay 
immediately, so the bailiffs were called in. With costs, the debt 
finally amounted to £40. Other clubs rallied round to help 
Darwen complete the season. Newcastle United sent £10, 
Walsall guaranteed Darwen's money for their League game, 
Manchester City sent money, and at the Lincoln City game a 
collection in the crowd brought in £11. The committee was 
desperately selling players in order to continue, but the loss of 
their best men meant that survival was no longer realistic at 
League level. 30

The committee minutes illustrate this sad end to a once- 
great club:

[Resolved] That Johnson goes to see Bentley [League President] whether 
our position in the League will be secure up to the end of the season and to 
explain our position and to get his opinion.

After hearing the report of the special committee it was agreed that the 
Company be allowed to [end?] and a new club to be formed and seek 
admission to the Lancashire League.

That we write Foskett for particulars of the liabilities of the club to the 
League.

Moved that the office furniture be sold to the new Darwen EC. for the 
sum of £5."

Darwen's main problem was the lack of financial resources in 
competition with others for players, and for supporting the 
club when gates fell. They 'had looked to the well-to-do 
people to help them, there was nothing forthcoming . . . those 
in the higher circles having been pumped dry'. 3 -

Lack of finance was not the only reason for failure, however; 
we also need to examine the competence of the management. 
Darwen was run by a committee elected by the paid-up 
members, or shareholders after 1896, as were most 
professional clubs. Darwen always struggled with problems of 
finance and competition, but the committees of the 1880s and 
1890s also had problems with player purchase, team selection, 
and financial management. In 1884 the Darwen News registered 
a complaint: 'Why cannot we have a duly audited printed

30 Dani'en News, 8 Feb., 4 Mar., 8 Mar., 15 Mar. 1899.
31 Minutes, 7 Mar., 17, 20 Apr., 1,15 May 1899.
32 Football Field, 29 Feb. 1896.
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balance sheet?' Darwen's gates totalled £1,700 in 1882, 
impressive for a small club, but by 1884 they had dropped to 
£716 \6s. lV>d., and there was a call for turnstiles to check 
receipts. Comment was made that they 'ought to live within 
their income', but £850 was spent on levelling the ground and 
£484 on a stand, despite being £170 in debt. By 1885 gates 
had dropped to £419 Is. and debts were £208 2s. 8d. Gate 
money average was quoted at £342 per year over the previous 
eight years. :" Despite some centra-indications, the general 
trend was one of slow decline.

Although Darwen had the reputation of importing the first 
two professionals into Lancashire from Scotland in 1879, 
Fergus Suter and Jimmy Love, they reverted to local players in 
the 1880s. They were mainly amateurs, although some may 
have had expenses paid. Other clubs certainly had 
professionals by this time. In 1884 the Darwen News stated: 
'Darwen will either have to do as the other leading clubs are 
doing or stand down'. By not opting for out-and-out 
professionalism, Darwen were not only missing the better 
Scottish imports; they were in danger of losing their better 
players to other clubs. It was said that the second team had 
been 'considerably weakened by some of its most prominent 
members having been "induced" to join foreign clubs'. Tom 
Marshall, a loyal Darwen player, was praised: 'In spite of 
numerous offers made by surrounding clubs, and in spite of 
numerous offers of public houses' he had stayed. A review of 
season 1883-4 claimed that the committee had 'fought hard 
against bringing in foreign aid', unlike others. This may have 
been 'morally' correct, but was it the right tactic? A letter in 
the Darwen News claimed that other clubs had imported 
professionals in 1884: Bolton Wanderers 11, Great Lever 11, 
Halliwell 4, Burnley 10, and Accrington 3, in addition to well 
publicized Preston North End. 34

Although by 1885 the secretary had expressed willingness 
to pay players, others were unconvinced: 'It is to my mind a 
disgrace that Blackburn and Darwen should be the only towns

33 Darwen .News, 5 Jan., 26 Jan., 1 Mar. 1884, 24 Jan. 1885.
34 Ibid. 26 Jan., 16 Feb., 24 May, 20 Sept. 1884; Football Field, 18 Oct. 

1884.
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able to play football by the aid of its [sic] own inhabitants'. 
Perhaps if Darwen had started earlier they may have been 
able to build upon their better gates during that period. By 
1891 they were in the Football League: 'The trail of the 
importation serpent has extended even to the Peaceful Valley, 
and the Scottish invader . . . has found a footing at last'. 
Players mentioned as having arrived at Darwen for that 
season included David Alexander and John Carty (from East 
Stirling) and William Siddons (West Bromwich Albion). 35

In 1895 Darwen signed Jimmy Forrest from Blackburn 
Rovers, although one suspects that he was past his best as 
Rovers did not demand a fee. He claimed that the terms 
offered by Darwen were 'better than the Rovers ever offered 
me', where his maximum was £2 per week. It was a risky 
venture at that stage, since the previous week the club had 
'experienced the greatest difficulty in fulfilling their 
engagements owing to being short of funds'. 36 Despite this, the 
minutes for 1896-9 reveal that this unrealistic approach was 
leading the club into further difficulties:

Resolved we offer MoKinlay and Morrison £2 per week playing season.
Resolved we offer Watson of Dundee 357- per week and Mclnroy 30/-.
Resolved that cheque be sent to Messrs Lucas and McGregor for £5 for 

signing McKinlay and that Morrison and Mather be signed at same terms 
£2 per week.

Resolved that Beveridge be signed at £2 per week by Lucas.
Resolved that Lucas sign the outside right wing of Edinburgh Hibs at 

£2/107- per week and no bonus or £2/5/- with £5 bonus.
Resolved that Murray be offered £2 per week and if not sufficient 

£2.5.0(1.
Resolved that every player has a bonus of 1 /- lor every League match 

won in which he takes part.
Resolved that Kinsella be signed at 307- weekly.
Resolved that Gillillan be signed on following terms £5 bonus and 

£2/57- per week.
Resolved players have a bonus of 107- for a win and 57- for a draw for 

Sat. match only. 37

This activity would seem to indicate a thriving club, not one 
in difficulties. By 1896 it was over-ambitious for a club with

35 Darwen Mews, 24 Oct. 1885. 2 Sept. 1891; Football Field, 12 Sept. 1891.
36 Darwen Mews, 9 Oct., 16 Oct. 1895.
37 Minutes, 17, 26 July, 3, 6, 11 Aug., 22, 24, 28 Sept. 1896.
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limited resources. Additionally, the committee's judgement of 
players was faulty, and an over-reliance on agents led to the 
signing of inferior players:

Resolved we advertise for forwards in the Athletic News of Monday next 
and also in Scottish Sport.

Resolved we have no more men from Lucas.
Resolved we sign Stuart at 307- per week.
[Letter read from Lucas demanding £15719/2]
Resolved that as soon as we can we pay him £10/19/2 but object to pay- 

the £5 commission for Gilfillan who has returned home.
Resolved we send Lucas cheque for £5.
Resolved that we send £5/19/2 balance of a/c owing to Lucas.
Resolved that the team take a leg of mutton and bread for luncheon.
Resolved we settle Lucas claim.

The unsuspecting committee was duped into signing 
unsatisfactory players by a wily agent, and had difficulty in 
settling a small account of £15 \9s. 2</. 38

By the end of the 1896 7 season, the committee was trying 
to sign less expensive players, and selling off others:

Resolved that Haydock of Prince Albert be signed at 7/6 per match.
Resolved that we offer players to all First and Second Division League 

clubs.
Resolved we take £30 from Bolton for Tom Nixon.
Resolved we sell Lees for £20.
Resolved the action of Mr Barries in offering Kinsella for £60 to 

Newcastle be confirmed.
Resolved that the offer of £150 from Bolton Wands for Kingsley be 

refused and that £200 be asked.
Resolved that we take £175 after match at Darwen for Kingsley. 39

Altiiough the wage bill was less for the next two seasons, the 
club had overstretched itself, becoming fully professional too 
late at a time of great competition, and could no longer buy 
its way out of trouble. Players continued to be sold:

Resolved action of Chairman Whaley be confirmed re taking £40 for 
Hunt.

Resolved sec be empowered to go as low as £45 for Morrison and that 
transfer be not signed until money be paid.

Ask Newcastle U. £300 for Kingsley, we to keep him until this month.
That we accept £40 for the transfer for H. Lomax to Glossop North End.

38 Minutes, 13, 15, 19, 22 Oct., 19, 23, 26 Nov. 1896.
39 Ibid. 21 Dec. 1896, 7Jan., 8 Feb., 11,15 Mar. 1897.
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That we do not take less than £90 for Nixon, Lee and Porteous of 
Barnsley.

That Johnson get best terms for Barnes transfer but not less than £40.
That we offer Whitley to Aston Villa for £250 and not take less than 

£200.
That we offer Whitley to Aston Villa for the sum of £ 100 and we write 

Bury and Rovers to the same effect. 4(1

The constant sale of its best players brought diminishing 
returns on the field. Football Field commented: 'It is difficult to 
understand how Darwen have brought themselves to selling 
Maxwell and Briggs . . . the selling of the sinew of a team for 
the sake of existence suggests that something needs doing to 
save the poorer clubs from the dogs'. 41

The committee was at fault in other ways. In 1896 it 
appointed a secretary, R. B. Middleton of Rotherham, on a 
salary of £104 per year, rather a lot for a struggling Second 
Division team. Four Scottish players from the unreliable group 
signed by Lucas left for Scotland, leaving the club short of 
players. This affected team selection, and there were complaints 
in the press about the constant changes. There was not enough 
training, and long journeys to Newcastle, Birmingham, and 
Leicester led to heavy defeats: 'Unless some improvement is 
forthcoming it will indeed be difficult to imagine what the team 
is destined to become'. After some good results in November 
1896 against Newcastle (2-1, 4,000 gate) and January 1897 
against Manchester City (3 1, 2,000 gate) the club dispensed 
with trainer Sam Hunt. The timing of this seems odd, since 
there appeared to be some signs of improvement. 42

It was said the club should give up its reserve team in the 
Lancashire Combination, as it was a drain on resources. The 
Darwen News demanded 'Give the club sound advisers', but the 
committee went against such advice. It also criticized the 
'weakness of the directorate', which had too much to do and 
too little expertise to do it well. Little attention was paid to 
such criticisms, hastening the end for the club.

40 Ibid. 10 May, 24 June 1897, 7 Mar., 24 May, 5 July, 22 Nov. 1898, 3, 
23 Jan. 1899.

41 Football Field, 11 Jan. 1896.
42 Danven .News, 6 May, 29 Aug., 30 Sept., 10 Oct., 17 Oct., 11 Nov. 1896, 

ISJan. 1897.
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It was a combination of this lack of expertise, a small 
catchment area, strong competition nearby, and little financial 
backing that led to the demise of Darwen as a first-class club. 
'Olympian' in the Football Field summed up this failure: in 
Darwen 'the very name professional stinks in the nostrils'; 
however, they were 'hoist by their own petard . . . for were not 
Darwen the very first to encourage the paid player, and has 
not a professional handed them over to the tender mercies of 
bailiffs'.«

43 Darwen News, 20 Apr., 28 May 1898; Football Field, 11 Mar. 1899.


