
In the first half of the 20th century, descendants of 
slaves and indentured workers would prove their 
loyalty to the British Empire by serving in two 
World Wars.

After emancipation in 1838, 
African-Caribbean workers 
found that their wages were 
too low to pay the rent for their 
houses and gardens and to 
support their families. Many 
left the plantations to establish 
their own self-sufficient 
villages. In the colonies where 
land was widely available, 
such as Guyana, Jamaica 
and Trinidad, families built 
homes in these free villages as 
smallholders, growing crops 
for food and a small income. 

The people of the free villages 
rejected the laws of planter 
society. They lived by their own 
values of self-sufficiency and 
loyalty to family and community. 
The motto of Sturge Town in 
Jamaica, a free village founded 
in 1840, is ‘We eat what we 
grow’. However, the villages 
had too little land for real  
self-sufficiency and most 
inhabitants had to take on 
outside work to survive. 
African-Caribbean farmers 
resented the injustice of this 
shortage of land; they had 
freedom but not the means to 
earn an independent living.

Independence and self 
sufficiency.

Workers built new lives in free villages.

Home page from the Sturge Town website.
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Petition from We Free Labourers of Plantation Walton Hall, to Joseph Allen,  
Magistrate of Trinity Paris, (British Guyana), 6 January 1842.

A Jamaican farmer or beekeeper, c.1908-1909.
© Royal Geographical Society.

Jamaican Maroons, c.1908-1909.
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 The new labour force.

After emancipation plantation owners needed to 
find new sources of labour.

Workers at Ashphalt Lake, La Brea, Trinidad c.1935.
© Images of Empire, Bristol.

Indian Pundits in Trinidad and Tobago, c.1931.
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Chinese African couple.
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The planters turned to hiring 
indentured servants; people 
contracted to work for a fixed 
term in return for land. From
1834 until 1917 the planters
imported half a million
labourers, mainly from India,
but some also from northern
Europe, Madeira, and China.

The majority of the immigrants 
went to Guyana and Trinidad. 
Smaller numbers reached 
Jamaica, Grenada, St. Vincent 
and St. Kitts. These groups 
brought their own influences 
to Caribbean culture. Today 
Indians make up 40% of the 
population of Trinidad.

‘Indian woman, Trinidad’.
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The struggle for justice and equality.

Protest erupted when demands for  
justice and social reform were ignored.

Petition to West Indies Royal Commission from
William Galway Donovan and 18 others, Grenada, 1883. 

Paul Bogle – Bogle was a Baptist Deacon who led the 1865 Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica. 
© The National Library of Jamaica.

 An unstoppable force.

Campaigns for workers’ rights and the right to  
vote spread throughout the British Caribbean.
In the 1920s and 1930s there was widespread 
unrest about low wages, high unemployment and 
the racist attitudes of officials and employers.  
A wave of protests and strikes swept across the 
region as workers sought economic and social 
justice. By the end of the 1930s these movements 
had succeeded in achieving legal rights for the 
trade unions.

At this time there was a growing desire for 
self-government. Due to the high property 
qualifications less than 10% of the adult 
population were able to vote, in some islands 
this figure was lower than 5%.

Strong black leaders emerged:
Norman Manley and Alexander 
Bustamante in Jamaica, Grantley 
Adams of Barbados, and Eric 
Williams from Trinidad.  
Adult suffrage was achieved in 
Jamaica in 1944 and in Trinidad 
and Tobago in 1945.

Marcus Garvey addressing a crowd in Port Limón, Costa Rica, 1921, with permission of 
Julis W. Garvey.
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Jamaican Prime Minister Norman Manley, Sir Grantley Adams and Dr A.S. Cato,  
1 May 1961.
© Getty Images.

‘When I was a child nearly everything 
about us was bad, yuh know; they 
would tell yuh she yuh have bad hair, 
that black people bad, and that the 
language yuh talk was bad. And I
know that a lot of people I knew
were not bad at all.’

Petition of the Poor Man’s Improvement & Land Settlement  
Association to the Governor of Jamaica, 1938.

Marcus Garvey.
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Louise Bennett-Coverley, poet, 1919-2006

 Respect and independence.

Loyalty to Britain, the mother country, was 
encouraged in the Caribbean. Every colony had  
Union flags and statues of Queen Victoria. 
Children were taught patriotic songs. Cricket 
became the national sport.

From 1900 there was a growing movement to 
counteract the belittling effects of colonial racism. 
Many black people felt that political, social and 
economic improvements could only be achieved 
through a new racial consciousness and self 
respect. These would replace colonial ideas about 
black inferiority. The most famous and influential 
of these campaigners was Marcus Garvey.

These ideas fuelled the movement for  
self-government. By the 1960s political parties 
campaigning for independence were formed  
in most of the islands.

Marcus Garvey inspired new nationalist movements.

Dates of Independence
1962 Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago
1966 Barbados and Guyana 
1973 Bahamas 
1974 Grenada
1978 Dominica
1979 St Lucia
1979 St Vincent & The Grenadines
1981 Antigua & Barbuda
1981 St Kitts-Nevis & Belize

Marcus Garvey (1887-1940)

George ‘Young Tiger’ Browne was born in Trinidad and make his name as a Calypso 
singer in the London clubs in the 1940s and 50s. With thanks to Honest Jon Records.

Roy Hackett with his family, wife Ena, daughters, Laverne (centre) and Marva (right), Bristol, 1967. Roy emigrated from 
Jamaica to England in 1952. He joined the Bristol bus boycott, and helped set up the St Paul’s Festival in Bristol in 1968. 
Courtesy of Roy Hackett. © Images of Empire, Bristol.

 Moving to Britain.

In the 1950s people from the Caribbean came to  
‘Mother England’ in search of work and opportunity.
Following service in the Second World War many West Indians 
believed that there were work opportunities in Britain. The National 
Health Service and London Transport also ran recruitment 
campaigns in the Caribbean during the 1950s. As a result between 
230,000 and 280,000 Caribbean people came to Britain during  
this time. Many came from Jamaica, as well as Barbados, the 
Leeward and Windward Islands, Trinidad and Guyana. 

Many of these migrants were 
shocked and disappointed by the 
discrimination and ignorance 
they encountered when looking 
for work and housing. Campaigns 
such as the Bristol Bus boycott 
of 1963 were a response to these 
racist employment practises.  
In 1968 the first St Paul’s carnival 
was organised in Bristol to 
showcase Caribbean culture 
and promote harmony and 
understanding in the community.

Sergeant Lincoln Orville Lynch DFM at Pocklington, Lincolnshire 1943.
© Imperial War Museum.

Leading Aircraftwomen Lilian Bader, WWII.
© Imperial War Museum.

In October 1865, Paul
Bogle, a Native Baptist
preacher, led a protest
in Morant Bay, Jamaica,
which flared up into
open rebellion when the
local militia fired upon
the protestors.Governor
Eyre used troops to
quell the rebels. 439
African-Caribbean
people were either 
shot or executed.

Eyre’s actions resulted in debate in 
England, with public figures supporting 
or opposing his actions. Twice Eyre was 
charged with murder, but the case never 
went to court.

St Lucia coal workers loading a ship at St. Thomas, 1919.
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In the British islands of the Caribbean power 
remained with the plantation owners for some 
time after emancipation. Laws were repressive 
and aimed at controlling and intimidating the 
black population. Calls by black leaders for 
reform were ignored, and tensions built up. 

Flight Sergeant James Hyde, Kent, England WWII.
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Planting cane, island of St. Kitts, 1890s.
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Ras B reading Bible with his children (Bristol) from ‘One City – Many Faiths’ photostudy.
© Mark Simmons Photography.
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