
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A From the Guardian 
newspaper, 2002 
 
1,440,500 Indians fought for 
Britain during the first world war ·  
47,000 were killed  
· 65,000 were wounded  
· 15,000 soldiers from the West  
Indies Regiment saw action in  
France, Palestine, Egypt and  
Italy during the first world war  
· 2,500 of them were killed or  
wounded 
 

B From a 2002 interview with George Blackman – a 
Jamaican man aged 105 who fought in WWI 
 “We wanted to go. Because the island government told 
us that the king said all Englishmen must go to join the 
war. The country called all of us."   

C From an article in the Guardian Newspaper 
about Jamaican soldiers in WWI  
When they arrived, they often found that fighting was to 
be done by white soldiers only - black soldiers were 
assigned the dirty and dangerous jobs of loading 
ammunition, laying telephone wires and digging trenches. 
Conditions were appalling.  

E George Blackman talking about his experience 
as a Jamaican soldier in WWI. Interview happened in 
2002 
When we got home, if you got a mother or father you 
have something, but if you're alone, you got to look for 
work. When I come I had nobody. I had to look for work. I 
had to eat and buy clothes. Who going to give me 
clothes? I didn't have a father or nobody. Now I said, 'The 
English are no good.' I went to Jamaica and I meet up 
some soldiers and I asked them, 'Here boy, what the 
government give you?' They said, 'The government give 
us nothing.' I said, 'We just the same.'“   
 

D Daily Mirror, Jan 25, 
1915.  The Victoria Cross is 
one of the greatest awards you 
can get in the army 

F WW1 Newspaper – date unknown 

G The Daily Dispatch, 8 August 1917. A 
report on parent protests to their daughters 
associating with Black men 

H   A special announcement that appeared during WWI in The Manual of Military Law. "Any 
person who is for the time being an alien may… be enlisted in His Majesty's regular forces, so, however, 
the number of aliens serving together at any one time in any corps of the regular forces shall not exceed 
… one alien to every fifty British subjects, and that an alien … shall not be capable of holding any higher 
rank in His Majesty's regular forces than that of a warrant officer or non-commissioned officer."  
 



"There were no parades for us" – A West Indian soldier’s perspective on 
fighting for ‘the Mother Country’ in WWI: 
 
George Blackman (1897 – 2003), was born in Barbados and served as a Private in the 
4th British West Indies Regiment during the First World War. Interviewed in 2002.  
 
‘George is almost certainly the last man alive of the force of 15,000 who rushed from the 
beauty of the Caribbean to the mud and gore of Flanders and the Somme to defend king and 
country during the First World War.  
 
He is still articulate and energetic, and his fiercest remarks are reserved for England. "I need 
help but the English government don't help me with nothing," he says.  
 
This bitterness has been growing deeper over the years. There was a time when he would 
have done anything for the mother country. In 1914, in a flush of youth and patriotism, he told 
the recruiting officer he was 18 - he was actually 17 - and joined the British West Indies 
Regiment. "Lord Kitchener said with the black race, he could whip the world. We sang songs, 
'Run Kaiser William, run for your life, boy'."  
 
"We wanted to go. Because the island government told us that the king said all Englishmen 
must go to join the war. The country called all of us."  
 
Enthusiasm for the battle was widespread across the Caribbean. While some declared it a 
white man's war, leaders and thinkers such as the Jamaican Marcus Garvey said that young 
men from the islands should fight with the British in order to prove their loyalty and to be 
treated as equals. The islands donated £60m in today's money to the war effort - cash they 
could ill afford.  
 
The journey to Europe was perilous - hundreds of soldiers from Jamaica succumbed to 
severe frostbite when their troopship was diverted via Halifax in Canada. Their winter 
uniforms were left locked up while they froze in thin summer clothes.  
 
When they arrived, they often found that fighting was to be done by white soldiers only. 
Conditions were appalling. "It was cold. And everywhere there were white lice. We had to 
shave our body hair because the lice grow there. All our socks were full of white lice."  
 
Blackman was involved in actual combat in France and still remembers trench fights he 
fought in, alongside white soldiers. "They called us darkies," he says, recalling the casual 
racism of the time. "But when the battle starts, it didn't make a difference. We were all the 
same. When you're there, you don't care about anything. Every man there is under the rifle."  
 
The West Indies Regiment experienced racism from the Germans as well as the British. "The 
Tommies, they brought up some German prisoners and these prisoners were spitting on their 
hands and wiping on their faces, to say we were painted black," says Blackman.  
 
"When the war finish, there was nothing," says Blackman. "I had to come and look for work. 
The only thing that we had is the clothes and the uniform that we got on. The pants, the jacket 
and the shirt and the boots. You can't come home naked.  
 
"When we got home, if you got a mother or father you have something, but if you're alone, 
you got to look for work. When I come I had nobody. I had to look for work. I had to eat and 
buy clothes. Who going to give me clothes? I didn't have a father or nobody. Now I said, 'The 
English are no good.' I went to Jamaica and I meet up some soldiers and I asked them, 'Here 
boy, what the government give you?' They said, 'The government give us nothing.' I said, 'We 
just the same.'"  

 
 
 
 
 


