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Everyone who lives through 


a war has a story to tell . . .


When the Second World War started 


on 1 September 1939, the world was 


made up of empires rather than 


nation-states. Many places that are 


now independent were ruled by 


European countries. The British 


Empire covered one-quarter of the 


Earth’s land surface and included 


one-fifth of the world’s population. 


During the war, many people in 


the British Empire suffered hunger 


and famine, experienced bombing and 


fighting or joined armies, navies and air 


forces. Many people had to move 


or became refugees. Ordinary German and 


Japanese people, whose leaders started the 


war, also suffered terribly during this time, 


as victims of bombing and as refugees.


This is not a book about everything 


that happened during the war – 


that would be impossible – and 


it isn’t focused on the war in 


Europe. Instead, it tells a global 


history. It includes the stories 


about people who joined armies 
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Professor Yasmin Khan


around the world, like Mohinder 


Singh Pujji, who came to Britain 


from India to fly fighter planes in 


the Royal Air Force (RAF) and 


Isaac Fadoyebo, a Nigerian 


soldier who ended up fighting 


in the forests of Burma. Other 


stories are about refugees who 


tried to find shelter, such as 


Joseph Lazar, whose family was 


persecuted by the Nazis during 


the Holocaust, and who ended up 


on a ship to Canada, and the Polish 


sisters, Wanda and Ella Rubczewska, who 


travelled more than 6,000 kilometres through 


Asia to find safety in an Indian refugee camp. 


People all around the British Empire were caught up 


in the war in very different and unexpected 


ways and had their lives completely 


changed. Sometimes they lived through 


events that they could never have 


previously imagined. This book tells 


some of those stories, preserving 


them so that we never forget.
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George Arthur Roberts


Fireman during the Blitz and political campaigner 


Born: Trinidad, 1 August 1890



Died: London, England, 8 January 1970



George Arthur Roberts was a middle-aged man when the Second 


World War broke out. Born during the reign of Queen Victoria, he was 


a veteran soldier who had fought in some of the most famous battles 


of the First World War, including the Battle of Loos and the Somme. 


George was wounded at both of these battles. At 1.85 metres, he was 


a tall man, and during the war, he won a reputation for his amazing 


ability to throw bombs back into enemy trenches.


George joined the army in Trinidad during the First World War. At that 


time, many islands in the Caribbean were part of the British Empire, 


and some people of these islands, like George, considered Britain 


to be the ‘Motherland’. They felt it was their duty to help the Empire 


in war time. When the war was over, George did not return to the 


Caribbean. Instead, he settled first in Peckham and then Camberwell 


in South London, where he started work as an electrician. George 


was very passionate about equality for Black people living in Britain. 


He was on the committee of the League of Coloured Peoples, which 


Illustrated by Danielle Boodoo–Fortune
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was one of the first organisations in Britain to call for race equality, 


demanding fair and equal access to jobs and housing. 


The League was led by George’s old friend, 


a doctor from Jamaica called Harold 


Moody. They spoke up for people in 


colonised countries, and against 


all forms of discrimination. The 


League of Coloured Peoples 


also demanded the better 


treatment of Jewish people 


in Germany. 


George showed 


fearlessness during both 


war and peacetime. 


He was a good public 


speaker and he had the 


ability to persuade others. 


Another cause that was 


very important to him 


was the welfare of injured 


and disabled soldiers. 


He campaigned for fairer 


pensions for soldiers after the 


First World War, even organising 


a march in central London to 


demand better treatment.  


When the Second World War broke out, George 


wanted to contribute, but by now he was too old to serve as 
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a soldier. Instead, he joined the fire brigade, and was based at New 


Cross Fire Station in South London. He helped to put out blazes in 


central London as bombs rained down during the Blitz, when London 


was bombed by the Germans for fifty-seven consecutive nights. The 


German bomber planes usually came in the middle of the night, and 


the sky was filled with searchlights and the sound of air-raid sirens. 


The bombers flew overhead, while ordinary people took shelter in 


basements, underground stations or air-raid shelters. Flames would 


leap up against the darkness of the sky as fire storms broke out 


around the city. Firefighters, including George, had to work long 


hours through the night to bring the fires under control, pumping 


water from the River Thames to put out the flames. It was 


dangerous and frightening work.


In central London, bombs on warehouses or factories were especially 


dangerous. The firefighters did not have the same equipment as the 


fire service does today, with little more than steel helmets and rubber 


boots to protect them. George saved many lives, helping people to 


escape from burning buildings and putting out fires before they could 


spread. For his bravery and hard work, George was awarded a medal, 


which was presented to him by King George VI. 


During this whole time, George was worrying about his sons, Cyril 


and Victor, both soldiers in the British Army. Cyril was only nineteen 


when he was captured during the British evacuation from Dunkirk in 


1940, when the Nazis invaded France and the British had to rapidly 


retreat. He was held as a prisoner of war in Germany by the Nazis 


until 1944. This must have been terrible for George, waiting for news 


and not knowing if his son would ever return. Fortunately, at the end 


of the war George was safely reunited with both his sons. 
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Like George, people of many nationalities worked hard to protect 


Britain during the Blitz. They worked with ambulances, as Air-Raid 


Precaution workers, nurses and in the fire service. Others, such as 


Una Marson, a woman from Jamaica employed at the BBC, worked 


on the radio, keeping people around the Empire updated on the latest 


war news. Broadcasters such as Una included poetry, stories and 


music in their programmes, giving audiences something to take their 


minds off the war while they waited for the air raids to stop.   


George’s story was forgotten for a long time after the war, and many 


historians didn’t mention how many Black and Asian people had 


played so many important roles in war-time Britain. More recently, a 


historian named Stephen Bourne wrote books that uncovered the role 


of Black soldiers in the First and Second World Wars. 


In 2016, a special blue plaque remembering George was unveiled on 


the wall of his former home in Warner Road, Camberwell, and a guard 


of honour from London Fire Brigade marked the occasion. 


In 1947, George was interviewed by the BBC, where he said: ‘If what 


I am doing can assist in some small way to bring about a better 


understanding and a true fellowship amongst the peoples of the 


Earth, I shall be extremely happy.’


Find out more:  


•  www.georgearthurroberts.com
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The best-known story of a Black 


soldier in the First World War is of 


Walter Tull. He was a professional 


footballer and played for the 


English team Tottenham Hotspur. 


Walter was mentioned in army 


records for his ‘gallantry and 


coolness’ at the Italian front, where 


he led his men in the first Battle of 
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