
 

 The Empire Windrush docking at Tilbury, Essex on 22 June 1948. 

 The vessel was carrying 1027 passengers and returning military personnel. This included 684 men, 257   

 women and 86 children ranging from babies, to 12 year olds. Amongst the passengers were Polish  

 nationals, British civilians and members of the RAF, plus people from Mexico, Gibraltar and Burma.  

 When the ship docked in Kingston, Jamaica, the local media advertised passage for an additional  

 300 people at a cost of £48 for cabin travel and £28,10 shillings for the troopdeck. Records now show that  

 802 people from the Caribbean responded ( 539 from Jamaica, plus others from Bermuda, Trinidad,  

 Grenada and British Guiana. ) Two stowaways were also found during the journey and funded by fellow  

 passengers. 
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 Jamaican immigrants arriving in Tilbury aboard the Empire Windrush, 22 June 1948.   

 The ship’s manifest recorded the professions of those on board including: musicians, a dental surgeon,  

 lawyer, clerks, mason, accountants, band leaders, artists, painters, shoemakers, carpenter, farmer,  

 butcher, agriculturalist, bookkeeper, plumber, cabinet maker, projectionist, electrician, welder, chemist,    

 chauffeur, radio engineer and boxer. Some of the passengers had already got jobs and accommodation  

 organised in the UK but others had not. Many of those who were skilled workers, were not regarded as  

 such when they arrived in the UK. 
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 Caribbean immigrants arriving in the UK aboard  

 the Empire Windrush, June 1948. 

 Most of the West Indian arrivals were Jamaican  

 ex-servicemen who planned to re-enlist in the British  

 forces. There were 204 migrants who already had  

 friends, or family in the UK and had made prior  

 arrangements to settle. They were given travel  

 warrants and 10 shillings ( 50 pence in modern  

 money ) to set against future insurance payments. 

 

 There were also 236 “jobless and friendless”  

 individuals with no contacts in the UK and no   

 immediate job prospects or accommodation.  

 These people were supported by the Colonial Office in  

 London. 

 

 The immigrants were all well dressed, many having  

 been advised that everyone in Britain wore a suit and  

 tie on a daily basis. They were met at the docks by a  

 black civil service officer, Ivor Cummings, and a large 

 contingent of the British Press. 
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 44 Wimpole Street, in the Marylebone district  

 of London. 

 Even before the Windrush landed, the impending arrival   

 of Caribbean migrants was provoking media interest  

 and political argument. Arthur Creech Jones, Colonial  

 Secretary in the Labour Government told the BBC: 

 “These people have British passports and they must be 

 allowed to land” but also suggested that the British  

 winter would probably deter them from staying long. 

 

 The Colonial Office, the Home Office and Ministry of  

 Labour were also arguing about who would take  

 responsibility for the new arrivals. 

 52 Windrush passengers who were ex-servicemen,   

 wanting to rejoin the RAF or the British army, were  

 brought to the Colonial Office ( shown here. )  

 The same Government department was also persuaded  

 to organise temporary shelter for those arriving without  

 any other means of support. 
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 Passengers from the Empire Windrush settle   

 into temporary shelter, Clapham South, 1948 

 236 immigrants arrived in the UK without prior  

 arrangement. Many parts of London were still  

 recovering from wartime bombing and even  

 temporary accommodation was in short supply. 
 

 The Colonial Office resorted to opening the  

 former deep air raid shelter at Clapham South.    

 This was equipped with bunk beds and washing  

 facilities.  
 

 The accommodation was basic, cramped and  

 noisy, especially as Underground trains were  

 running overhead. Most of the Jamaican  

 migrants had arrived with £5 to tide them over till  

 they found work. They were charged 6s, 6d   

 ( 33p in modern money )  for meals and each  

 night in the Clapham shelter. 
 

 The Ministry of Labour and the National Service   

 Office set up outlets to help the migrants to  

 find work. 
 

 

 ( Picture: The Windrush Foundation ) 



 

 Caribbean migrants pictured outside temporary accommodation on Clapham Common, 1948. 

 In addition to the deep air raid shelter, some migrants were also housed in tents on the common.  

 Support services such as canteens and Ministry of Labour advice outlets were also set up here. 

 Many migrants were shocked by the conditions, having been led to expect a welcome and plentiful  

 employment opportunities. Partly through the efforts of Government departments but also through their own  

 determination to find better accommodation, most of the arrivals found work and moved out of the Clapham  

 site within four weeks. 
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 A first taste of British food at the canteen, Clapham South shelter, 1948. 

 The Daily Express reported that Caribbean migrants "sat down to their first meal on English soil: roast beef,   

 potatoes, vegetables, Yorkshire pudding, suet pudding with currants and custard."  Rationing was still in  

 force and many migrants found British food bland and unappealing - however “pie” is said to have been  

 popular with some of the new arrivals. 
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 A Caribbean immigrant pictured near an employment   

 office, c.1948. 

 Finding work was far from straightforward for those who  

 had travelled to the UK without an existing job offer. 

 Some employers refused to hire black workers, others   

 were reluctant to offer anything beyond unskilled menial 

 work, often in fields that were less popular with white 

 workers. Many Caribbean workers found that their  

 existing skills and qualifications were not recognised in 

 the UK. Many trades and industries were also heavily  

 unionised and unwilling to offer posts to overseas  

 workers. 

 

 Fortunately labour shortages and the backlog of postwar  

 repairs led to recruitment for the construction industry  

 and public services including the NHS and transport  

 sector. Caribbean workers were also employed  

 in the production of coal, iron, steel and food. 
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 A Caribbean migrant looking for accommodation c.1948. 

 296 of the Windrush migrants planned to settle in London but others were sent to Liverpool, Birmingham,  

 Manchester, Plymouth and Bristol.  Accommodation was in short supply and immigrants could face 

 prejudice and ignorance, with landlords displaying notices stating “No dogs, no blacks, no Irish.”   

 There were also instances of immigrants being housed in poor quality, cramped housing, for which they  

 were charged extortionate rent. To escape such conditions, many migrants sought housing through  

 friends or work colleagues. In partnership arrangements they also clubbed together to rent or buy better  

 quality accommodation which they then shared. 
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 Caribbean migrants inspecting a London Underground map.c.1948. 

 Faced with challenges from low wages and poor housing, to isolation and prejudice, many new arrivals  

 found comfort and support from fellow migrants. People from the same Caribbean islands would often  

 assist their peers, forming friendships and clubs, offering each other advice on housing, work and British  

 customs. They shared meals, childcare and leisure pursuits, from Calypso music and cricket, to dancing.  

 However people from different parts of the West Indies would also defend each other if faced with abuse  

 from hostile members of the white population. 
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