
Read the extract you have been given. It was written by 
David Olusoga, a historian.

Answer the following questions:

1. What role does Olusoga say black people arriving in 
Britain had in WWII?

2. When did the rules change on black men serving in 
the armed forces?

3. Why do you think it’s important for us as historians 
to understand the role of the black community in 
WWII?



Read the extract you have been given. It was written by 
David Olusoga, a historian.

Answer the following questions:

1. What role does Olusoga say black people arriving in 
Britain had in WWII?
1. Helped with war work, in the army, provided 

electricians and engineers etc.

2. When did the rules change on black men serving in 
the armed forces?
1. September 1939

3. Why do you think it’s important for us as historians 
to understand the role of the black community in 
WWII?
1. Your choice- diversify history, get rid of white 

wash, tell true stories, understand more
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Learning Intentions:
-Describe the Commonwealth. 
-Explain what role commonwealth 
soldiers had in WWI. 
-Assess how important 
commonwealth soldiers were for 
WWII. 

Fundamental British Values: 
Mutual respect, tolerance

Today’s Title:
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battles to 
remember? 

Commonwealth Soldiers 
WWII

The Battle of Dunkirk

This lesson:

Next lesson:

WWII TimeLine

Previous lesson:

Key Words

Commonwealth- an international 
association involving the UK 
together with countries that 
were previously part of the 
British Empire, and 
dependencies.



Did Britain ‘stand alone’ in WWII?

1. Britain is an island. What did it rely on for its population and 
resources? 

2. What did the Empire provide for Britain?

3. How many soldiers did India provide Britain? 

4. How many Cayman Island men served in the Royal Navy or 
Merchant Navy? 

5. Why did people join up the help the British empire? 

6. Did all those who joined the army go willingly?

7. By 1941, how many new factories had Canada made to help 
Britain in the war effort? 

8. What was Leary Constantine’s role in WWII? 

9. Around the Empire, what else was Britain collecting to help 
with its war efforts? 

10. What did Southern Rhodesia provide for Britain in the war? 

11. Why did WWII lead to the end of the British Empire? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w49y3NCXEKU



Did Britain ‘stand alone’ in WWII?

1. Britain is an island. What did it rely on for its population and resources? It’s Empire

2. What did the Empire provide for Britain? Manpower e.g. from Canada, New Zealand. Production of munitions

3. How many soldiers did India provide Britain? 2.5 million

4. How many Cayman Island men served in the Royal Navy or Merchant Navy? 1,000

5. Why did people join up the help the British empire? Loyalty to British crown, adventures, new places, or money

6. Did all those who joined the army go willingly? No some were forced/kidnapped.

7. By 1941, how many new factories had Canada made to help Britain in the war effort? 150

8. What was Leary Constantine’s role in WWII? Ministry of Labour welfare officer working with West Indians employed in 
factories

9. Around the Empire, what else was Britain collecting to help with its war efforts? Rubber, oil, natural resources- not all 
were willing to do this, often unpaid labour.

10. What did Southern Rhodesia provide for Britain in the war? Space to train its air force

11. Why did WWII lead to the end of the British Empire? Many reasons, lack of resources, money, but mainly exploitation 
showed countries their relationship with Britain was not reciprocal (equal) e.g. India

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w49y3NCXEKU



Source
A

Cy Grant from British Guiana, his experience in the RAF
“I was one of the first four people who joined the RAF from the colonies. They had just changed the policy 
towards recruiting Black people so that’s how I got in. I trained as a pilot but then, halfway through my training, 
I was switched to navigator. I didn’t make anything of this at the time. But much later, I discovered through a 
friend that there were problems with the English aircrew not wanting to fly with black pilots.”

B

Norma Best from the British Honduras (now Belize), her experience in the ATS
“Serving in the armed forces was wonderful. It was the best experience I’ve ever had. We were treated well. Our 
officers looked after us like our mothers. Every step I made in the army was fantastic. I didn’t experience any 
racism because at that time all the people in England wanted to win the war, so colour did not come into it. We 
were all fighting for the same thing, to win the war. The English people opened their homes to us, we were 
invited out for dinners, teas, no problems at all.”

C

Propaganda 
poster showing 
the British 
Commonwealth 
coming together. 

Look at the sources 
you have been given. 

1.What can you learn 
about the attitudes 
towards the 
commonwealth 
soldiers from these 
sources?
2.Then answer the 
question “What do 
these sources tell us 
about the role 
commonwealth 
soldiers played in the 
war?”



Source
A

Cy Grant from British Guiana, his experience in the RAF
“I was one of the first four people who joined the RAF from the colonies. They had just changed the policy towards recruiting Black people 
so that’s how I got in. I trained as a pilot but then, halfway through my training, I was switched to navigator. I didn’t make anything Of this at 
the time. But much later, I discovered through a. Friend that there were problems with the English aircrew not wanting to fly with black 
pilots.”

B

Norma Best from the British Honduras (now Belize), her experience in the ATS
“Serving in the armed forces was wonderful. It was the best experience I’ve ever had. We were treated well. Our officers looked after us like 
our mothers. Every step I made in the army was fantastic. I didn’t experience any racism because at that time all the people in England 
wanted to win the war, so colour did not come into it. We were all fighting for the same thing, to win the war. The English people opened 
their homes to us, we were invited out for dinners, teas, no problems at all.”

C

Propaganda 
poster showing 
the British 
Commonwealth 
coming together. 



Scholarship

Summary of the view of  David Olusoga
“Policies were relaxed and men from the West Indies arrived in Britain to carry out essential war 
work. Unlike the First World War, black colonial subjects were deployed in skilled combat roles in 
the European theatre of operation, and not merely as labourers. More than twelve thousand West 
Indians served in the British forces during the war, many of them highly skilled specialists. These 
black men and women, who were hard in Britain wore uniforms, reported very little racism from 
white Britons.”

Summary of the view of Stephen Bourne
“The important contribution to the war effort has been ignored by historians. For some, it may 
seem strange that black people would support a war alongside white people who did not treat 
them with equality. The freedom that the British have enjoyed since 1945 was made possible by 
the support of the peoples of their former empires. these people made a major contribution to 
the winning of that freedom. They fought hard for it, and some gave their lives. However, 
recognition of this support - for the sacrifices made - has been non-existent.”

Task 3
Read through the scholarship about Commonwealth Soldiers. Highlight what you 
think are the three most important sentences. What is each historian’s overall 
argument about the role commonwealth soldiers played in the Second World 
War?
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Plenary

• Tell me what you have learned about the role of the 
Commonwealth in WWII.

• You have 2 minutes to discuss what you have learned with a 
partner. I will be asking to hear people’s discussions.

Struggling? Key words:

Commonwealth, soldiers, resources, manpower, recruit, 
ammunition, fight, Empire.


