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Jackie Burns

Football and Amateurism

In the third of his articles on soccer schoolmasters
Colm Hickey, of the John Paul II Foundation for
Sport examines the career of J. C. Burns, an amateur
international footballer and teacher at the London
Oratory School.

J

ohn Charles Burns was born in
London in 1906. He trained as a
teacher at St Mary’s College,
Strawberry Hill in Twickenham from
1926-28 and after qualifying he taught
at the London Oratory School in
Chelsea where he had previously been a
pupil. The school was founded in 1852
by the Congregation of the Oratory of
St Philip Neri (London) and the Fathers
of this Congregation are the trustees of
the school which was located in King
William Street (now William IV Street)
near Charing Cross. It became an allboys, four-form entry school in 1963. It
moved to Fulham, West London in
1970 and became an all ability school
for boys from 11+, admitting 180 boys
in the first year.
Burns made an immediate impact on
the new boys in his form as one of his
former pupils, Edmund ‘Ted’ O’
Sullivan, recalled:
“My first form master entered our
classroom with us and introduced
himself as Burns, J.C. We all knew that
since he was a well-known footballer.
He played left-half for Queen’s Park
Rangers and England’s amateur XI and
later, he would transfer to Brentford.
Standing in front of us, he bent a cane
in his hand. ‘I like the cane,’ he said. ‘It
helps my muscles when I wield it which
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I will do if you step out of line.’
Actually, it was all bluff and he was a
kind and generous man and an excellent
teacher of mathematics.”
Life in a Catholic secondary school
designed for the middle classes was a
world away from the reality of the
O’Sullivan household where money
was always short:
“Mum was often at her wits’ end and
would say: ‘I can only give you three
pence this morning.’ This would mean
walking half-way or even all the way
home across Chelsea, through Battersea
Park, where often the only company
were the deer, through Wandsworth,
Stockwell and Brixton to Herne Hill.
This was a distance of seven or eight
miles. Never once was I accosted or
even spoken to, although, for a great
part of the year, I arrived home in the
dark. Often, because of early closing of
the park, I would have to climb the
gates at the Queenstown end to get out.
“If I had a penny left, I would
occasionally buy a stale sausage roll
from Lawrence’s in Wandsworth Road
as a treat for my mother. I would pause
at Brixton market to hear the
auctioneers and barrow boys selling off
their wares of fruit and vegetables,
china, clothing and rugs. I sometimes
could not tear myself away, despite an
evening’s homework in front of me.
“The only alternative to the kitchen
table in the warm, upon which to do my
homework, was the cold, bleak frontroom. So I was compelled to struggle
amid the noises and odd missiles being
thrown by my brothers. I received many
a punishment for my poor homework.
The work was hard but I managed to
cope. At the exam at the end of my first
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year before Easter 1931, I was second
in the class of over 40 and about
eighth in the whole form.
“J. C. Burns, despite his
protestations when we first joined his
class, turned out to be a just, kind and
excellent teacher. He was a popular
hero throughout the school and we
considered being in his class to be an
honour. He seldom lost his temper
and never used the cane he loved.”

Burns was a talented amateur
footballer, who played first for
Queens Park Rangers from 1928-30,
making 117 appearances and scoring
29 times and then for Brentford for
whom he played 145 games, scoring
14 times. He played 16 times for
England Amateur XI (15 in
succession, captaining the side nine
DATE
14/05/32
16/05/32
14/08/32
15/08/32
16/08/32
17/08/32
18/08/32
20/08/32
21/08/32
24/08/32
27/08/32
28/08/32

VENUE
Amsterdam
Arnhem
Hilversum
Eindhoven
Amsterdam
The Hague
Utrecht
Zandaam
Culemborg
Rotterdam
Hertogenbosch
Haarlem

times). He also played for Sutton
United, (1937-38) London
Caledonians and Middlesex
Wanderers, a famous touring side.
The club was founded in 1905 but
trace their roots back to the 19th
century and an elementary school in
Richmond. The headteacher, James
Lancaster, was a strong devotee of
athleticism and, for this reason, a
forceful believer in games rather than
drill in the elementary school. He
once boasted, in an interview for the
Richmond Herald: “I introduced…
football to the schoolboys… I took
some of the older boys onto the
Richmond Green to play soccer, and
that was the first time a soccer ball
had been seen in Richmond.”
In 1891 Lancaster established an
Old Boys’ Football Club. It was a
logical extension and was made up
exclusively of ‘ex-pupils of his school
then in 1901’. In a further attempt to
attract good players and thus to
improve its performance, the club
became Richmond Town Association
F. C., and toured France, playing
matches in Roubaix and Calais.
W. Capel-Kirby, author of The
Mighty Kick: Romance, History and
Humour of Football, was to write in
the 1930s: “The Middlesex Wanderers
are so important in presenting
Amateur Football abroad that they
deserve more than a passing
reference. Their playing members are
also worthy of mention, particularly
as they are the envy of all full blooded
amateurs anxious to secure a place by
their side in a match on the
Continent… [they] were the first
Englishmen ever to play in the
majority of the leading Continental
towns, but where they did
exceptionally fine work was in
OPPOSITION
Amerstdam Select
Vitesse
Gooi
P.S.V.
Ajax
A.D.O.
Velga
Zandaam
Culemborg
Sparta
B.V.V.
Haarlem

visiting the smaller towns and villages
where the game was little known.”
The club toured Europe every year
but increasingly found the opposition
too good! In 1911, for example, on a
two game tour in Belgium, the club
scored two goals and conceded 13.
Consequently, the decision was taken
to widen the catchment area to cover
Middlesex and to affiliate with the
Middlesex County Football
Association. Now the club ‘was to
exist solely for the purpose of
touring and playing occasional
matches at home: the qualification
for membership was county or
equivalent representative honours.’
Although the Wanderers were ‘crack’
players, the early tours were amateur
affairs in the fullest meaning of the
term: ‘Some of their earlier
excursions abroad were more in the
nature of picnics because of their
superiority over their rivals in the
matter of technique, which was little
known to the continental clubs in
those days.’ Indeed in the early days,
the Wanderers had a rule that scoring
should stop after the ninth goal and
the player or players responsible for
adding a tenth should be penalised
and have to pay for the evening’s
drinks and entertainment.
Burns first toured with the the club
in 1929 against Stade Français and a
Paris select XI. Two years later he
returned to Paris and played against
Racing Club de France and the circle
Athletic de Paris, winning three and
drawing one match. However, as the
opposition improved, the tours
became altogether more serious
propositions as two tours of Holland
with Burns as captain proved in 1932
with ten games in a fortnight against
its best teams. (see below)
>
RESULT
Lost
Won
Won
Won
Lost
Lost
Won
Lost
Lost
Lost
Won
Won

SCORE
0-4
6-3
4-2
3-1
2-3
0-4
4-2
2-7
5-7
5-6
7-3
4-1
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1. Middlesex Wanderers AFC Shirt/ Badge: 1920s cloth badge together
with lapel badge.
2. Middlesex Wanderers Tour of Europe 1993/94.
3. J. C. Burns and R. P. Fulton, captains in England v Ireland Amateur
International 1934. Both men were educated at St Mary’s College, Strawberry
Hill and went on to teach in Catholic schools.
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The Wanderers still exist and have
been on over 100 tours – to Europe,
the Empire and beyond – indeed to
all parts of the world and they
toured Japan in 2005 and Botswana
in 2008.
What do we learn from Burns’
career? Firstly that he was a
committed Catholic spending all his
life in Catholic education in
London. Secondly, he was a teacher
of rare quality and humanity who, in
the days of widespread corporal
punishment, eschewed the use of the
cane. He was an exemplary teacher
who was a hero and a positive role
model to the boys at the school, who
considered it an honour to be in his
class. He was an outstandingly good
footballer who made over 260
league appearances for Queens Park
Rangers and Brentford as well as the
England Amateur team for whom he

For more information see http://www.johnpaul2foundation4sport.org/
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was the captain in a fixture against
Ireland in 1935 when their captain
was Robert Fulton, also educated at
St Mary’s College and who was the
subject of last month’s article.
Burns represents what many
would consider to be all that is best
in a Catholic teacher. He was an
excellent practitioner, a kind,
friendly humorous and humane role
model, a talented sportsman who
exemplified the concept of mens
sana in corpore sano. His leadership
qualities as his captaincy of various
sides and his country show, are
evident. In these often cynical times
it is easy to think that the days of
Burns and his kind are lost and gone
forever. However, the John Paul II
Foundation for Sport is an initiative
designed to raise the profile of sport
in the Catholic community and to
strengthen sporting links between
family, parish and school. ■
Next month: John Gilroy football
referee and headteacher.

