
The history of multicultural Britain  

The Celts came from 

parts of central Europe 

and lived in Britain from 

800 BC. The Romans 

pushed them into 

Scotland, Wales and 

Cornwall in the year 60.  

 

The Romans brought the first black 

people to Britain; an African section of 

the Roman army was stationed at 

Hadrian’s Wall (North England) in the 

year 210. They were called the 

“Moorish” division.  

 

 The Normans 

(originally Vikings) 

invaded in 1066, 

adding French / Norse 

culture.  

 

 A Jewish community came into 

Britain after 1066, until they were 

kicked out in 1290  

Romani Gypsies 

arrived from 1500 

onwards from parts of 

Eastern Europe and 

Northern India.  

 

From the 1500, onwards British explorers helped to open up 

Europe’s knowledge of the world and with that expansion, the 

first black people began to settle in 

Britain. The slave trade was based on 

terrible treatment of West Africans, 

regarded as non-people by the traders and 

those who profited from it. The end of the 

slave trade in 1807 resulted in freed and 

escaped slaves, servants and other Black 

people to live in around Britain.  

 

There was a black community, mainly in 

London, 

which 

numbered 

some 15,000 

by 1750.  

 

  

 

The open nature of Britain also enabled communities fleeing 

persecution in Europe to settle in 

Britain. Since the 1500s, UK proved a 

safe place for those running away from 

other countries frightened for their 

lives. That pattern was repeated in the 

19th and 20th century, with Jews 

fleeing from Russia and Poland, and 

later the rise of Nazism in Germany. 

 

Other groups were also attracted to Britain 

by the chance of 

economic security, often 

bringing new trades or 

coming to work in new 

industries. Irish workers, 

fleeing starvation in 1845, played a major 

role in building the country’s roads, canals 

and railways 

The expansion of the British Empire across the globe by the 

1800s also meant a two-way flow 

of people, with many coming to 

“the mother country” (UK) to 

work, study or help defend the 

nation – Black and Asian troops 

from the Empire fought for Britain 

in both the First and and Second 

World Wars. 

 



The history of multicultural Britain  

After the war 

immigrants were 

encouraged to come 

from the Caribbean to 

work in public 

transport, 

manufacturing and the National Health 

Service. The first group of 492 Jamaicans 

arrived at Tilbury on the MV Empire 

Windrush on 22 June 1948. Tens of 

thousands more followed from the 

Caribbean throughout the 1950s, reaching 

a peak in the early 1960s. 

 Immigrants from India, 

Pakistan and Bangladesh came 

in the 1960s to 1980s. Many 

came because of the prospects of 

work in the textile and other 

industries. Others invested in 

their own new businesses, 

providing the convenience of 

local shops and restaurants in 

towns throughout the country.  

 

The ‘70s and 

‘80s also saw the 

arrival of Hong 

Kong Chinese 

and refugees 

from Vietnam; 

many too went into the catering business. 

During these decades many black 

Africans also arrived, to study or for 

professional work, creating a growing 

community. 

 
 
  

Polish migration has been one of the 

largest movements in Britain's post-

war migration history. Since Poland 

joined the European Union in 2004, 

and thus Polish people had a legal 

right to come and live and work in the 

UK, over 800,000 people have made 

the move from Poland to the UK. The 

UK was one of only three countries 

that allowed these new European Union migrants to come and 

work straight away – countries such as France and Germany put 

transitional restrictions in place to delay this right. The decision to 

allow new workers to come in has played out in British politics, 

and in the press, ever since.  

Multicultural Britain 

There is now an estimated 13% of people living in the UK who were born outside of the UK 

and 19% consider themselves ethnic minority. 

  

An estimated two million people are of Irish descent.  

  

Many young people move to Britain for a few years to work and then return to their country 

of origin. They are American, Australian, French, Polish – in fact from all over the world. 

  

The numbers in other groups, such as Jewish, Cypriot, Turkish, Eastern European and 

people from other parts of the European Union, are not known but add further to the ethnic 

diversity of the British population. 

  
 

 


