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Britain at War

During World War II (1939 – 1945), some 10,000 men and 

women from Caribbean colonies left their families and homes 

to join the British armed forces, working behind the scenes and 

on the frontline to defeat the Nazis.



What was life like in Britain 

in 1948?

In 1948, Britain was just beginning 

to recover from the ravages of war 

and desperately needed to rebuild 

its weakened economy. There was 

plenty of work available but this 

was a country short of workers. 

Food was rationed; housing was a 

huge problem and was to stay that 

way for the next two decades. 

1948 – The Empire Windrush arrives

1945 – End of WWII

1939 – beginning of 

WWII



The West Indies 

The West Indies consists of more than 20 islands in the Caribbean, 

including Jamaica, Barbados, St Lucia, Trinidad and Tobago.



The West Indies in 1948



The West Indies in 1948



What was the Windrush?

On its way home to Britain, it stopped in Jamaica to pick up 

servicemen on leave from their units. Many former comrades 

decided to make the trip back to Britain in order to rejoin the 

services; some other people, mostly young men, wanted to make the 

most of the opportunities that the British Nationality Act would 

afford them. 1027 passengers were now bound for ‘the mother 

country’ – the ship's records1 indicate that 802 were from the West 

Indies.

On board were experienced cleaners, labourers, nurses, including 

one stowaway who was discovered a week into the journey! At that 

stage, very few of the migrants intended to stay in Britain for more 

than a few years.

The Windrush was an old German ship, 

captured by the British during World 

War Two. In 1948, it sailed to Australia 

to pick up immigrants to support 

Britain’s workforce. 



In 1948, the British Nationality 

Act gave 800 million people in 

the Commonwealth the right to 

claim British Citizenship.

Workers were needed to rebuild 

Britain: in the transport system, 

in food production and in 

construction.

Launched in 1948, the NHS also 

needed labour and advertised in 

Commonwealth countries to 

attract new workers.



June 22nd 1948, the day that the Windrush discharged its 

passengers at Tilbury, has become an important landmark in the 

history of modern Britain.

The images of the passengers walking down the gangplank has 

come to symbolise many of the social and cultural changes 

which have taken place here. Caribbean migrants and their 

British descendants have become became a vital part of British 

society and, in the process, have transformed important aspects 

of British life.



A new life
The Windrush passengers arrived in a Britain that was facing 

considerable post-war challenges: in particular rationing and a lack 

of housing due to extensive bombing. Despite providing a much 

needed workforce, clashes between local residents and the new 

arrivals were not uncommon. 

Excluded from much of the social and economic life around them, 

these new Britons began to adjust the associations they had brought 

with them - the churches, and a co-operative method of saving, 

called the 'pardner' system.  At the same time, they began to 

participate in institutions to which they did have access: trade 

unions, local councils, and professional and staff associations.

Racism was common, with black and Asian immigrants facing various 

degrees of hostility and racial prejudice which was not illegal in 

Britain until 1965. Surveys conducted in the mid 1960s revealed that 

four out of five British people felt that 'too many immigrants had 

been let into the country'.



Over time, West Indian people came to Britain for many different reasons. 

Some were seeking better opportunities for themselves and their children. 

Some came to work for a while, save money and return home. They were 

all British citizens and, even if they had never lived in Britain before, they 

had the right to enter, work and settle here if they wanted to.

Between 1948 and 1970 nearly half a million people left their homes in 

the West Indies to live in Britain. These people have changed the face of 

modern Britain. 



The Windrush generation in Merton

We could not find records to confirm how many Windrush pioneers came to 

Merton. They, and those who followed, faced both disagreeable weather and 

bland food. Many were limited to jobs rejected by Londoners and sadly, most 

faced overt racism, especially when it came to housing.



Due to labour shortages London Transport, the NHS, railways and industry began 

recruiting directly from the islands. Those who responded included Jamaicans, 

Trinidadians, St Lucians, Guyanese, Barbadians, Kittitians, Dominicans and 

Vincentians. Soon their various dialects could be heard on the buses, the 

Underground and on the wards and corridors of hospitals like The Wilson. 

In the face of social and economic challenges, these resourceful and resilient folk 

introduced the ‘pardner’  system of saving, new foods, music and of course the 

main unifying force in the Caribbean - their unique brand of cricket.

The Wilson Hospital



Islanders came together in social groups and some formed their own island 

associations. Locally a group largely comprising Merton Bus garage, 

Underground employees and Wilson nursing staff bucked the trend.

They went on to form W.I.F.F.A - the West Indian Families and Friends 

Association. This has members from several Caribbean islands and boasts an 

impressive age range, from thirty somethings right through to octogenarians. 

W.I.F.F.A has been in existence officially since 1985.



On Saturday 22nd June, people will celebrate the 2nd annual Windrush Day, 

joining together to remember the immense contribution of the Windrush

generation and their descendants, both in Merton and the UK as a whole.


