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Haywood Magee, Arrivals at Victoria (1956)



‘If I were to point to a writer who captures the tone 
… and texture of London when the austere ‘50s were 
about to give way to the swinging sixties. I would not 
cite the plays of John Osborne or Arnold Wesker, or 
the prose of David Story or John Braine. 

For acuity of vision, intellectual rigour and sheer 
beauty … it would have to be the works of Sam 
Selvon which would figure pre-eminently. He did not 
only know the Caribbean but the pages of London’s 
A to Z, and was able to capture these with a 
haunting lyricism which remains … imprinted on the 
imagination.’

- Caryl Phillips



Lonely Londoners: key questions

1. What were the experiences of West Indian migrants in London 
after World War Two? 

2. How were West Indian migrants subject to racial discrimination?

3. How are themes of migration and identity represented in the 
novel? 

4. How did London and Londoners respond to London’s new migrant 
communities?



Windrush London – key dates
■ 1925: Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway

■ 1939: George Orwell’s Coming Up For Air (June); Outbreak of WW2 (September)

■ 1948: British Nationality Act; SS Windrush arrives at Tilbury (22nd June)

■ 1956: Sam Selvon, The Lonely Londoners; West Indian migration peaks (26,000)

■ 1958: Notting Hill Race Riots (August)

■ 1959: Murder of Kelso Cochrane (May); first Caribbean Carnival

■ 1962: Commonwealth Immigrants Act (1969 and 1971 Acts after)

■ 1978: murder of Altab Ali in Whitechapel; Selvon leaves for Canada

■ 1981: Race riots in Brixton





Samuel Selvon (1923-1994)
■ Born 20 May 1923 in San Fernando, Trinidad

■ East Indian parents: father a first generation 
Christian migrant from Madras, and a cocoa 
merchant; mother Scottish-Indian

■ 6 of 7 children, middle-class upbringing

■ Educated at Naparima College, but leaves aged 15 
to work

■ 1940-45: wireless operator for the Royal Naval 
Reserve

■ 1945-50: reporter for the Trinidad Guardian, and 
edits the Sunday Guardian literary magazine

■ Columnist in the Evening News under various 
pseudonyms (Big Buffer, Ack-Ack, Esses, Michael 
Wentworth…)



Samuel Selvon (1923-1994)
■ 1950: moves to London, working as a clerk in the 

Indian Embassy and writing in spare time

■ A Brighter Sun (1952) describes East Indians and 
Creoles in Trinidad during the construction of the 
Churchill-Roosevelt Highway

■ An Island is a World (1955), Turn Again Tiger 
(1959) and Ways of Sunlight (1957) return to 
Trinidad

■ 1952-56: Selvon’s experiences living in hostels 
and working in London will inform…

■ The Lonely Londoners (1956), his most successful 
novel



Key works
■ A Brighter Sun (1952)

■ An Island is a World (1955)

■ The Lonely Londoners (1956)

■ Ways of Sunlight (1957)

■ Turn Again Tiger (1959)

■ I Hear Thunder (1963)

■ The Housing Lark (1965)

■ Moses Ascending (1975)

■ Moses Migrating (1983)

■ Pressure (1976) film script, dir. Horace Ové





Introducing The Lonely Londoners
‘Selvon's descriptions of post-war London are so powerful and 
evocative that one fancies oneself alive and present on these same 
streets… he shows how London is not one city, but a compendium 
of many little cities’.

Helon Habila, The Guardian (2007)

‘As an iconic chronicle of post-war West Indian immigration to 
Britain, The Lonely Londoners encapsulates the romance and 
disenchantment of an imagined city that was both magnet and 
nightmare for its new colonial citizens, a promised land that 
despite its lure turns out to be an illusion’.

Susheila Nasta (2006)





‘Things as bad over here as in America?’ Galahad ask.

‘That is a point the boys always debating,’ Moses say. ‘Some say yes, and 
some say no. The thing is, in America they don’t like you, and they tell 
you so straight, so that you know how you stand. 

Over here is the old English diplomacy: “thank you sir,” and “how do you 
do” and that sort of thing. In America you see a sign telling you to keep 
off, but over here you don’t see any, but when you go in the hotel or the 
restaurant they will politely tell you to haul – or else give you the cold 
treatment.’



Introducing The Lonely Londoners
Leaves Trinidad for fear of ‘being lulled into 
complacency and acceptance of the carefree 
and apathetic life around me’

‘It was my first experience of living among 
other West Indian islanders, happening in the 
heart of London thousands of miles from our 
home territory, and I learned as much about 
them as I learned about the English, whose 
ignorance of black people shocked me.’







Plot

■ Relatively plot-less, an impressionistic and episodic work about 
the lives of male West Indian migrants, set over 3 years

■ Centred around Moses Aloetta, a Trinidadian immigrant who 
has lived in London for over ten years

■ Generous yet life-weary, new migrants contact him for help 
with housing and work, and through this the other characters 
of the book are introduced…

■ Each Sunday ‘the boys’ gather at his flat to trade stories

■ Each is nicknamed, and many reflect caricatures, e.g. Galahad, 
Captain, Bart, Big City, Five Past Twelve, Tolroy, Harris, et al.





Oral literature?

■ ‘feed[ing] on oral literature and on the stuff that oral literature 
itself also draws upon without losing its identity as writing’ 
– Kenneth Ramchand, Introduction to 1985 edition

■ ‘a series of loosely related sketches of metropolitan life. To read 
it is to undergo a series of jolts and tumbles as characters flit in 
and out of view; comic vignette rubs up against mordant 
reportage. The effect is rather akin to that of a whitewashed 
wall that, over time, has become a messy riot of colour as fly-
posters, graffiti art and community news-sheets vie with each 
other to adorn it with newer and ever louder information.’
- Sukhdev Sandhu, London Calling: How Black and Asian Writers 
Imagined a City, 2003





Genre
Literary modernism, a rejection of realism and literary conventions

The world is constructed out of our perceptions

Key features include

■ Internal monologue

■ Stream of consciousness 

■ Flawed characters and unreliable narrators

Key authors include James Joyce, T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf





Language

■ Selvon initially begins writing in standard English, but reverts to 
non-specific creolised language

■ Jamaican, Barbadian and Nigerian rendered similarly

■ Language offers a shared community for the characters as they 
struggle to work, live and get by in London

■ Characters establish some control of the city through 
nicknames – the Water, the Gate, etc.

■ ‘by placing his characters in an unfamiliar context, he makes 
language, and particularly the characters’ search for a language 
capable of capturing their experience, the subject of the story’ 
(Kathie Birat)





Politics of language

The Calypso style deploys a musical form ‘well-known for its wit, 
melodrama, licentiousness and sharp political satire’
– Susheila Nasta, introduction to the 2005 edition

‘we can finally locate a working-class uneducated voice 
representing its own perception of cultural and social issues, as 
opposed to the conscious downward gaze of the intellectual and 
writer’
– Donnell and Walsh, The Routledge Reader in Caribbean 
Literature (1996)





Lonely Londoners – key themes

1. Disillusionment with the ‘Mother Country’

2. Experience of West Indian migrants from 1948

3. Racism and discrimination

4. Articulating a Caribbean voice

5. (Others: masculinity, and community, but we’ll discuss 
these in the seminar)







1. The ‘Mother Country’

■ Barbados was Britain’s first dominion in the Caribbean (1627), 
followed by Jamaica (1655), with other Caribbean countries falling in 
the ensuing century

■ With the abolition of slavery in British colonies in 1833, many former 
slaves left plantations, requiring the use of indentured servants from 
India over the mid/late 19th century

■ Over half a million from British India to the Caribbean (1838-1917)

■ A multi-racial hierarchy developed in the British West Indies, with all 
being educated as subjects of the British Empire



‘People like me who came to England in the 1950s 
have been there for centuries … I am the sugar at the 
bottom of the English cup of tea. I am the sweet 
tooth, the sugar plantations that rotted generations 
of English children’s teeth. There are thousands of 
others beside me that are, you know, the cup of tea 
itself. Because they don’t grow it in Lancashire, you 
know … 

Where does it come from? Ceylon – Sri Lanka, India. 
That is the outside history that is inside the history of 
the English.’

- Stuart Hall

‘The key to the capital is the British Empire’ – Porter







From War to Windrush

■ By end of WW1, 15,000 West Indians had entered military service

■ Race riots in Liverpool, Cardiff and London over 1919

■ Estimates vary for WW2 involvement, as ethnicity not recorded

■ Three and half million Black and Asian service personnel support 
Britain in WW2 (Trever McDonald)

■ 372,000 Africans fought for Britain, including 6000 in the RAF

■ 170,000 American personnel in Britain, of which 11,000 were black



“Isn't it about time they went back to their 
homes?”

■ Reception of black GIs and West Indian RAF and soldiers generally 
very positive

■ Many were ‘embraced as friends by their neighbours; some even 
resolved to come back once the fighting was over’ (Robert Winder)

■ ‘The general consensus of opinion seems to be that the only American 
soldiers with decent manners are the Negroes’ (Orwell)

■ In Bristol, one pub sign ‘Only blacks served here’, and another landlady 
after complaints from white American GIs: ‘Their money is as good as 
yours, and we prefer their company’

■ Prejudices creep after the war, while illusions of work or reward for 
service are disappointed…





‘None of us wanted to grow up poverty stricken. We didn’t want to 
grow up without knowledge of the world. We certainly didn’t want to 
grow up like our fathers who were stuck there, with a few hills of 
yams, a banana field, and a few animals. That could not feed a family, 
let alone provide money for anything more. 

We were a generation without advanced education or training, 
anxious about our future. Some of us had shown great promise at 
school, but now we were stuck, most of our parents could not pay for 
our further education and there were no national projects to employ 
us. And here we were, hating the place we loved, because it was on 
the verge of choking us to death.

This was the state of the Caribbean at that time. The culture was 
suffering from its history. It was in a state of helplessness. In fact we 
had not emerged from slavery; the bonds were still around us.’

- James Berry, introduction to Windrush Songs





‘Despite the aftermath of slavery there was still a respect for England 
and a sense of belonging. … We knew that in England you could 
continue education while you worked, you could go to evening school. 
But England was also the home of the slave masters, and we retained 
a general distrust of white men. However, England was the nearest 
thing we had to a mother country; we saw in it some aspect of hope.’
- James Berry, introduction to Windrush Songs (2007)

‘Years of missionary and educational propaganda, stunning feats of 
engineering, impressive administrative efficiency, buckets of 
pageantry, and conspicuous displays of wealth and power had all left 
their mark. Britain seemed high and mighty, in every sense’ 
- Robert Winder, Bloody Foreigners: The Story of Immigration to 
Britain (2004)





2. West Indian Immigration from 1948

■ 1948 Nationality Act = 800 million subjects of the British Empire 
free to live and work in the UK

■ West Indies: high unemployment, high cost of living, no social relief 
and severe hurricanes.

■ Britain: plenty of work and active recruitment in the West Indies 
(London Transport and the newly formed NHS).

■ Estimated 10,000 West Indians had served in the British military 
during the war.

■ Positive image that the British had always tried to construct and 
maintain as imperial rulers.



EMPIRE MEN FLEE NO JOBS LAND:

500 HOPE TO START A NEW LIFE TODAY

‘Five hundred unwanted people, picked up by the trooper Empire 
Windrush after it had roamed the Caribbean, Mexican Gulf, and 
Atlantic for 27 days are hoping for a new life. They include 430 
Jamaican men. And there are 60 Polish women who wandered from 
Siberia, via India, Australia, New Zealand and Africa to Mexico, where 
they embarked in the Empire Windrush. The Jamaicans are fleeing 
from a land with large unemployment. Many of them recognise the 
futility of  their life at home.’ 

(Daily Express, 21 June 1948)





Empire Windrush

■ On 22nd June 1948, an ex-German troopship renamed the Empire 
Windrush docked in Tilbury.

■ On board were 492 passengers, the vast majority of which were 
Jamaican men

■ The ship had docked in Kingston Harbour to collect a handful of ex-
RAF servicemen who were there on leave.

■ The enterprising captain of the vessel advertised half-price fares at 
£28 10s so as to fill the empty ship.



‘Well, the average Jamaican who came on the SS Empire Windrush on 24 

May was not the destitute. The destitute man did not have £28.10. In my 

case, it cost three cows. The average Jamaican did not have three cows. And I 

think you’ll find, in statistics, the people who are destitute, he might stow 

away, he hasn't got the passage. They were the people like myself, Holness, 

Christian and others, were looking for hope, betterment. Yes, one or two 

might be unemployed, but they were from a family background of support. 

…I would say three-quarters of those people were tradespersons. Again, 

about a third were ex-service. I'd worked on aircraft, I've worked on all 

propeller driven aircraft that you can think. So, three-quarters of us, I would 

say, were skilled.’

- Sam King, traveller on the Empire Windrush





Labour shortages

■ Orbita brings 180 to Liverpool (1948); Reina del Pacifico 39; the 
Georgic 253 (1949)…

■ Numbers of West Indian migrants increase from 1951

■ 1956: London Transport undertook a recruitment campaign in 
Barbados – by 1958, LT had 4000 black employees

■ British Hotels and Restaurants Association also targeted Trinidad

■ 24,000 in 1954; 26,000 1956; 22,000 1957; 16,000 1958

■ By 1958, 210,000 people from the commonwealth living and 
working in Britain

■ Only 13% of men and 5% women unskilled (Fryer)







‘Another MP who questioned the Colonial Secretary 

about their welfare, Mr Tom Driberg, warned them 

frankly that Britain was 'not a paradise'. 'You have been 

warned that there may be difficulties caused through 

ignorance and prejudice, but don't let it get you down. 

Try and stand on your own feet as soon as you can.’ -

South London Press, 25 June 1948



‘Things were changing. Although things were still rationed, they were 
re-building the cities and all that. But the attitude of the people was 
changed, people were more aggressive to you. In short, they are 
trying to say that you shouldn't be here. But there's another side. I 
would say a third of the people in Britain still had imperialist ideas. 
People from the colonies should be planting bananas and chocolate 
and whatever it is. Another third, I would say, did not really matter as 
Arsenal win on Saturday. The other third, they were just nice, ordinary 
people.’ (Sam King)





‘The Lonely Londoners deals with the shattering of the illusion of 
belonging, the illusion of being English, and indeed the illusion about 
who the English are. The journey to England is a journey to an illusion, 
and the sojourn in England is a shattering of that illusion. 

The illusion is, firstly, a material dream about the wealth of England –
the streets are meant to be paved with gold, with work well-paid and 
readily available. Secondly, it is an illusion about the courtesy, 
hospitality and human warmth of the English. 

In the novel, all the dreams are painfully destroyed by the reality of 
their encounter with the actual England.’

- Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe, A Reader’s Guide to Westindian and 
Black British Literature (1988)





3. Racism

■ Immigrants usually denied skilled or public-facing work

■ “J-A, COL” in the labour office…

■ Many cultural venues operated a hidden colour bar

■ Housing: few lodging houses would accept immigrants

■ At the mercy of slum landlords, concentrated in certain areas

■ Notting Hill in West London…

■ Another, Brixton, captured in the hustler at Waterloo… 









4. Caribbean Voices
1939: Calling the West Indies intended for West Indians 
serving in the British army.

1941: Jamaican writer and political activist Una Marson 
took over as producer

1943: renamed the programme Caribbean Voices

1946: Irishman, Henry Swanzy, took over the show

Under Swanzy, the show adopted a creative workshop 
format for West Indian writers

Discussion and critique of each other’s work during the 
programme, as well as payment for work



Caribbean Voices
■ Jean Rhys, Voyage in the Dark (1934)

■ George Lamming and Selvon travel on the same boat 
to London, and fight over a typewriter

■ Lamming, The Emigrants (1954), a bleak novel of 
alienation set in claustrophobic rooms

■ Andrew Salkey, Escape to an Autumn Pavement (1960) 
also captures fractured relationships and alienation

■ V.S. Naipaul, The Mimic Men (1967) 

■ Buchi Emecheta, In the Ditch (1972)



Babel Din…
“London divides up in little worlds and you stay in the 
world you belong to”

‘Over the years the preoccupation of much of the 
literature has been with this troubled quest for identity 
and liberty, as men were wrenched away into a new 
world, and older notions of self collapsed. This is largely 
the world of the wretched, having to remake themselves 
constantly in a hostile world, with wretched tools. It is 
necessarily bleak, tragic and sad.’

- Onyekadu Wambu, Empire Windrush: 50 Years of 
Writing About Black Britain (1998)




