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Have you heard of Walter Tull? He was one of England’s first black 

professional footballers and he was the first black Infantry Officer in 

the British Army.  

 

Early Life and Childhood 

Walter Tull was born in Folkestone, Kent on April 28th 1888. His father, 

Daniel, was a ship’s carpenter from Barbados who had settled in 

England in 1876. Four years later, he married a local woman - Alice 

Palmer - and they went on to have six children. Walter’s mother died 

from breast cancer when he was 7 years old; his father married Alice’s 

cousin (Clara Palmer) a year later. In 1897, three months after the birth 

of their daughter, Daniel died leaving Clara to look after Walter, his two 

brothers and three sisters.   
 

Struggling to cope with so many children, Clara sent the two youngest 

boys of the family (Walter and Edward) to a Methodist orphanage in 

Bethnal Green. When Edward was adopted by a Scottish family two 

years later, Walter was very lonely; playing football for the orphanage 

football team helped distract him. 

 



 

 

Footballing Career 

In October 1908, while training to be a printer at the orphanage, Walter 

won a trial with Clapton Football Club. He was playing for the first 

team within three months and helped them win three trophies: the FA 

Amateur Cup, London County Amateur Cup, and London Senior Cup.   
 

During March 1909, the Football Star called him ‘the catch of the season’ 

and he was subsequently scouted by Tottenham Hotspur (one of the 

biggest clubs in the country at that time). When he signed for them, 

Walter became only the second black professional footballer in the English 

League - he was just twenty-one years old. He transferred to 

Northampton Town Football Club in 1911, playing in 110 first team matches 

and was perhaps their most reputable player. 

 

Military Career 

Walter had been planning to transfer to Glasgow Rangers in 1914 so 

that he could be close to his brother Edward but then World War I broke 

out. As soon as war was declared, Walter enlisted in the Army joining 

what became known as the Footballers’ Battalion - the 17th Battalion of 

the Middlesex Regiment. He proved to be an extremely capable soldier 

with exceptional leadership skills and was quickly promoted to the rank 

of sergeant.   
 

At the beginning of July 1916, Walter fought in the first Battle of the 

Somme. Although uninjured in battle, he was sent back to Britain in 

December 1916 having developed trench fever. Senior officers recommended 

that Walter be promoted to officer because of the courage and leadership 

qualities he had shown so, when he had recovered from his illness, 

Walter went to the officer training school at Gailes in Scotland instead 

of returning to France. Despite Army rules making it illegal for him to 

become an officer (because of his skin colour), Walter was promoted in 

May 1917, becoming a Lieutenant. 
 

As the first ever black officer in the British Army to command white 

men, Lieutenant Walter Tull was sent to the Italian Front in late 1917 - 

this was a historic occasion. When there, Walter twice led his men 
across the fast-flowing River Piave, without sustaining a single casualty 



 

 

to any of them. He was widely recognised for his bravery and 

consequently mentioned in dispatches by his commanding officer for his 

‘gallantry and coolness’ under fire. Walter was also recommended for the 

Military Cross although never received it.   

 

Death 

Lt. Tull remained in Italy until 1918 when his Battalion were sent to the 

Somme Valley, France, on the Western Front. On 25th March 1918, he 

was ordered to lead his men in an attack on the German trenches at 

Favreuil.  The Battalion had to cross ‘No Man’s Land’ (open ground 

between the two opposing trenches, usually containing a considerable 

amount of barbed wire). Soon after entering this stretch of land, Walter 

was hit and killed by a German bullet. 
 

Because Lt. Walter Tull was a very popular officer, several of his men 

risked their own lives to make valiant efforts under heavy fire from 

German machine guns to bring his body back to the British trenches. 

Sadly, they were unsuccessful and Walter’s body was never recovered. 

For his service, Walter was awarded the British War and Victory Medal 

as well as being put forward for the Military Cross.   

 

Legacy  

Walter Tull was a pioneering football player and an icon on the pitch; 

he was also the first black soldier to be commissioned as an infantry 

officer in the British Army at a time when it was illegal for those of 

colour to lead men in battle. The Army thought that white men would 

not take orders from black men. However, as demonstrated by those men 

who trusted Walter to lead them into battle and those who endangered 

themselves in an attempt to retrieve his body, the British Army couldn’t 

have been more wrong. Despite living for just under 30 years, Walter 

Tull was truly an exceptional man. 

  


