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A striking new piece of wall-
art commemorates the world’s 
first black professional 
footballer, who also plays a 
part in LFC history

It was July 2019, a month after Liverpool became champions 
of Europe for a sixth time, when a giant Trent Alexander-
Arnold mural went up on the side of a house on the corner of 
Sybil Road, just off Anfield Road.

Arranged by The Anfield Wrap, painted by French graffiti 
artist Aske (who’d also created the Jürgen Klopp mural at the 

Baltic Triangle) and used to highlight the worthy cause that is Fans 
Supporting Foodbanks, it has become a popular spot for Liverpool 
supporters to get photographs and selfies. 

“We hope it inspires the young people who see it, for whom Trent is 
an inspiration and a role model,” said TAW host John Gibbons. 

“As Trent himself said, he’s just a normal lad from Liverpool whose 
dreams came true.”

Alexander-Arnold, who was 20 at the time the mural went up, has 
visited the magnificent piece of street-art and since then images of 
Klopp, Jordan Henderson and Ray Clemence have been created on 
other walls close to Anfield.

Yet long before any of them were born, let alone played for Liverpool 
FC, a footballer who last month had his own mural unveiled on the side 
of a house in Darlington graced the Anfield turf in a truly historic game 
of football. 

On 1 September 1892, the newly formed Liverpool Football Club 
played their first ever match at Anfield, previously home to Everton: a 
friendly against Rotherham Town.  

LFC’s founding father John Houlding kicked the match off and 
Liverpool, playing in blue-and-white halves, won 7-1. There is some 

confusion as to whether John Miller or Malcolm McVean scored 
the club’s first-ever goal at Anfield with Miller credited with it in the 
Liverpool Mercury and McVean earning the plaudits in the Liverpool 
Daily Post. 

Either way, the man against whom it was scored was Rotherham 
Town goalkeeper Arthur Wharton – not only the world’s first black 
professional footballer but also at the time, quite remarkably, the 
fastest man on the planet.  

Just how did the Usain Bolt of the 1890s end up playing in goal at 
Anfield? It’s a fascinating story. 

Born in Jamestown, Ghana, in October 1865, he moved to England 
in 1883 to train as a missionary in Darlington. He began to play sports 
and, after it became clear he was multi-talented, quit college to 

become a professional athlete. 
In July 1886, at Stamford Bridge, he ran 100 yards (before it was the 

100m) in 10 seconds flat. It made him the first sprinter to achieve that 
time in authentic championship conditions, earning him a world record 
that stood for 30 years.

Arthur was already playing football for Darlington FC at the time 
but, somewhat curiously, the Quakers opted to ignore his pace and 
play him in goal. It was a position he excelled in, perhaps because he 
was somewhat eccentric. Reports suggest that he used to crouch by 
the side of the goal before rushing out to deal with attackers. Not even 
Bruce Grobbelaar did that!

After a spell with Preston North End and a period out of the game 
to concentrate on his running, Wharton signed terms for Rotherham 
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Town in 1889 to become a 
footballing pioneer.  

Three years later, he played 
in Liverpool’s first game at 
Anfield. While it wasn’t a 
league match – Liverpool’s 
first Lancashire League game 
followed 48 hours later – it 
was an historic occasion for 
what would become English 
football’s most successful 
club. Liverpool scored seven, 
although it would have been 
more but for Wharton’s saves. 

Sixteen months later, 
promotion-chasing Liverpool 
travelled to Rotherham Town’s 
snow-covered Clifton Lane for 
a Second Division match. They 
won 4-1 – Jimmy Stott netting 
twice – although Wharton 
appears to have been the home 
side’s best player.  

“With the exception of Wharton, 
their play became very loose, 
whilst Liverpool kept going very 
strongly,” reported the Liverpool 
Mercury. 

A week later the sides met again 
in front of over 4,000 fans at Anfield. 
William Barclay’s league leaders 
were too strong for the struggling 
visitors, running out 5-1 winners 
with Harry Bradshaw and David 
Henderson both scoring twice, and 
this time it was clear that Wharton 
kept the score down. This extract is 
from the Liverpool Mercury with the 
scoreline at 1-0…

“Still maintaining full possession 
of the game the Anfield team made 
strenuous endeavours to again pierce 
Wharton’s defence, but that wily and 
self-possessed individual was in 
magnificent form, and although fairly 
peppered with shots by Henderson, 
Bradshaw, and McQue, he still remained 
the victor.” 

That was the last time Arthur played 
against Liverpool. He went on to sign 
for Sheffield United later in the year, 
becoming the first black footballer to play in English football’s top-
flight, and saw out his career with Stalybridge Rovers, Ashton North 
End and Stockport County before retiring in 1902 at the age of 36. 

He later went on to become a cycling champion, cricketer and 
rugby player but was penniless when he passed away in December 
1930. Despite his groundbreaking career, Wharton was buried in an 
unmarked grave in Edlington Cemetery in South Yorkshire.  

In 1997, after a campaign by the organisation Football Unites 
Racism Divides, his grave was given a headstone and in 2010 The 
Arthur Wharton Foundation was set up in Darlington by campaigner 
Shaun Campbell, who had first read about him in 2007 during Black 
History Month. 

“I just wanted to celebrate this remarkable young man and 
remember what he did,” he said. 

Patrons of the foundation now include ex-footballers George 
Boateng, Viv Anderson and Trainspotting author Irvine Welsh. In 
October 2014 – thanks to the efforts of Shaun Campbell to ensure 
Wharton has a legacy to help inspire and educate future generations 
– the FA recognised Arthur’s significant contribution to football by 
unveiling a 16ft statue of him at St George’s Park in Burton. 

Fast-forward to 2020 and to mark the 155th anniversary of his 
birth, a mural of the first visiting goalkeeper to play at Anfield has been 
created on the side of a house in Widdowfield Street, Darlington, where 
the Arthur Wharton Foundation is based.  

Various footballing legends, including Sir Kenny Dalglish and ex-Reds 
striker Emile Heskey, have recorded videos of themselves saying “Arthur 
Wharton is number one” to highlight his story, but it is the eye-catching 
street-art that is the most striking reminder of this footballing legend.  

Commissioned by BT Sport, who also dedicated a programme to 
Wharton’s story as part of their Black History Month coverage, and 
created by Spanish graffiti artist Jay Kaes, it features Arthur’s image 
and the name ‘Kwame’ which is given to Ghanaian boys born on a 
Saturday.  

And, while Darlington is a northeastern town in which the Redmen 
have never played a football match, it is now home to an unique, visual 
link to Liverpool Football Club’s first game at Anfield. 

Arthur Wharton wasn’t a Red. But as a pioneer for black footballers, 
he helped to pave the way for many who are – lads like Trent 
Alexander-Arnold who now have their achievements recognised while 
they are playing. 

• Visit arthurwhartonfoundation.org for more on the Arthur Wharton 
Foundation who are ‘connecting the present, to the past for the 
future’. Thanks also to ex-LFC scout Alex Smailes for help with this 
article. 

The mural in progress

The statue in St George’s Park

Arthur photographed as a 
Sheffield United player in 1895


