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During the 1940s and ‘50s many of the Caribbean immigrants arriving in the 

UK were ex-servicemen and women who had supported the Allies during  

World War II. As British citizens, who had fought for King and Country, they 

were naturally drawn to the UK when seeking a better life for themselves and 

their families. 
 

16,000 West Indians backed the Allies between 1939 and 1945, defending 

key strategic sites, supplying food, cash and materials or serving in the armed 

forces. Others travelled to the “Mother Country” to fill labour shortages - they 

included 520 working in Lancashire munition factories, catering staff, nurses 

and even a contingent of 800 British Honduran foresters who were sent to the 

Scottish Highlands to support the logging industry. 
 

A further 40,000 West Indians volunteered for civilian war service in the USA. 
 

236 Caribbean volunteers were killed or reported missing during the  

Second World War; 265 were wounded.  



 

“We were British subjects and that was something to be proud of.” 
 

Jamaican Victor Brown, Merchant Navy 

 

 

“Being British you feel like you are coming home but when we came here it 

was like we dropped from the sky. Nobody knew anything about us.” 
 

Allan Wilmot,  joined the Jamaican Merchant Navy, aged just 15 

 

“...many young people don’t realise that so many volunteered during the war 

and fought and died.” 
 

 

Jamaican–born Sam King was 13 when the war started .  

He later volunteered for the forces, serving as RAF ground crew.   



 

 American submarine base in Bermuda, World War II. 

 The Caribbean was vital for defending Allied interests from enemy attack on the Venezuelan oil fields ( then  

 the world’s largest supplier ) , the strategically important Panama Canal and the southern coast of the 

  USA. The West Indies also had its own key resources including oil refineries in Pointe a Perre, Trinidad  

 and Bauxite supplies in British Guiana - used to make the aluminium for British and American aircraft.  

 The USA assumed responsibility for defending the Caribbean and signed an agreement in 1941 to lend old  

 destroyers to the British, in return for the lease of naval and air bases in the Bahamas, Jamaica, Antigua, 

  St. Lucia, and Trinidad and Tobago. 
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 German U-Boats in the Caribbean, World War II. 

 Caribbean ports and vessels were attacked during the war. This was partly due to the strategic importance  

 of the West Indies and its hosting of U S naval bases but also because the islands supplied a range of  

 core foods and materials to other parts of the empire, including rice and Bauxite ( needed for the 

 manufacture of aluminium.) 
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 Caribbean servicewomen ( thought to be ATS ) pictured in Britain during World War II. 

 During the early stages of the war the British military had a colour bar which prevented West Indians from  

 joining the army and navy. As the war progressed restrictions were eased but there was still a reluctance  

 to recruit Caribbean women. 80 were eventually allowed to join the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force and a  

 further 30 joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service. ( The latter involved some women in vital work for D Day.)   

 Caribbean nurses also travelled to Britain to support the wartime health service. 
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 Flight Sergeant James Hyde of San Juan, Trinidad pictured in 1944. 

 A Spitfire pilot, James arrived in Britain in 1942 to begin his training. He became a pilot with RAF 132  

 Squadron and is pictured with “Dingo” their mascot. Not long after this picture was taken, he was tasked   

 with providing air cover during the battle of Arnhem. He was killed in a dogfight over Nijmegan and is   

 thought to have been shot down by an enemy pilot who had already claimed a further 4 Spitfires. He was   

 27 years old. 
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Flying Officer Arthur Weeks from Barbados 

and Flight Sergeant Collins Joseph of  

Trinidad. 

Nearly 6000 West Indians served with the RAF 

during World War II - 5536 as ground staff and 

300 as aircrew. Some men trained with the  

Royal Canadian Air Force before coming to 

Britain. 
 

3000 enlisted in the RAF between 1940 and ‘42. 

4000 ground staff arrived in the six months from 

June to November 1944 and an additional 1500 

came over in March 1945. 
 

Both the men shown here served as pilots with 

No 132 Squadron RAF Fighter Command in 

1943. Sadly Pilot Officer Joseph went missing  

on 31st December 1944 whilst in action near 

Liege with 130 Squadron. His body was never 

found - he was just 28 years old.  

 

Of those serving with the RAF and RCAF 103 

were decorated for their courage and service to 

the Allied war effort. 



 Members of the Caribbean Regiment  

pictured in Egypt during World War II.  

At the start of the war there was a colour bar 

which prevented black men from serving in 

the British army.  
 

As citizens of the British Empire, many men in 

the West Indies protested and demanded the 

right to fight for King and Country.  
 

As the conflict progressed restrictions were 

relaxed and in 1941 some West Indians ( who 

had made their own way to Britain ) were  

allowed to join the Royal Engineers. 
 

In 1944 a Caribbean Regiment was formed - 

this had 1200 soldiers, commanded by white 

officers. After training, the men were sent 

overseas but never actually saw active  

service.  They were sent to escort 4000 

POWs from Italy to Egypt and were also  

involved in mine clearance and defending the 

Suez Canal. 
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 Caribbean seamen being welcomed to a Sailor’s Hostel during World War II. 

 Barred from the Royal Navy, thousands of Caribbean men joined the Merchant Navy to help the war effort. 

 Despite volunteering to serve in one of the most dangerous wartime roles - they were housed in  

 segregated hostels and received a third of the pay given to their white crew members. Merchant seamen  

 helped to transport much needed weapons, food and supplies around the world, constantly at risk of  

 attack by enemy aircraft and submarines. One in three colonial seamen were killed during World War II. 
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 A Caribbean worker pictured in a British munitions factory, World War II. 

 Unable to join the forces for much of the war, West Indian men travelled to the UK to help the war effort in  

 other ways. 520 technicians were trained to work in munitions. Many were sent to the north-west of  

 England, somewhat bizarrely because a Lancashire club had employed a Trinidadian cricket umpire before  

 the war - it was thought that this would make local residents more “sympathetic to people of colour.” 
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 Caribbean troops serving with the Royal Engineers in Lancashire. 

 Many of these men were skilled tradesmen and supported the war effort by building much needed bridge  

 and pontoon sections, some of which may have been used during the D Daty landings. 
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