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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Introduction

The British are the most migratory people in history. None other emigrated in
such numbers and proportions, and so steadily. From 1600 to the 1950s, over 20
million left the British Isles for homes overseas and deeply affected the world.
These people — not their governments, armies or navies — spread and planted
British culture, and nowhere more so than in North America. The United States
was the focus of Britain’s vast diaspora. Between 1820 and 1930 some 4.25 mil-
lion English, Scots and Welsh — roughly 80 per cent of all British emigrants
— chose the United States as their destination. Historian Eric Richards is right
to say that ‘the single most important fact about the British Diaspora was its
orientation to the American Republic’!

British migration to the United States profoundly shaped both nations and
gave rise to Anglo-American culture and power in the world. British immigrants
were especially vital to the cultural and economic development of the United
States. This immense gift of human capital and institutions was unparalleled.
In terms of religious and political culture, British immigrants planted churches,
traditions and attitudes from the earliest colonial days. After independence the
immigrants’ cultural similarities and common language allowed them to engage
more quickly with Americans and continue to shape the new nation. British
immigrants brought much cross-fertilization to virtually every aspect of British
and American culture. Their nations’ reform movements, including temper-
ance and abolitionism, were linked through immigrants. Their economic ties
were especially important. Britain was the world’s first industrial nation and
the ‘workshop of the world; and during much of the nineteenth century Brit-
ish immigrants carried the industrial and technological skills that enabled the
United States to be the second industrial nation. In turn, Britain depended on
American cotton, grain and markets. Throughout the century British immi-
grants maintained and enhanced the ties between the two nations and forged a
relationship that was indeed ‘special’ in many ways. More so than any other two
sovereign nations, Britain and the United States were close in terms of trade, eco-

—xi-—
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nomic relations and cultural development. And British immigration constituted
the main channel of this relationship. British immigrants and the relationship
with America they helped forge, then, are of special importance. The British
were not just another immigrant group. They were essential to the development
of both Great Britain and the United States and to the rise of Anglo-American
culture, which still dominates much of the world today.

Colonial Background

The foundations of America’s British culture were laid by hundreds of thousands
of people who arrived from the British Isles during the long colonial period that
stretched from 1607 to the 1770s. Others came in large numbers too: Germans,
Irish, Scots-Irish from Ulster and African slaves.” But those from England, Scot-
land and Wales were not only more numerous, they were establishing colonies
that Britain’s powerful centralized government intended to remain British, with
distinctly British ideas, laws and institutions. Inevitably those colonies would
bear the indelible stamp of British — especially English —history and culture.
England had developed differently from most other European countries, espe-
cially in economy, religion and legal philosophy. Thus the culture it planted in
North America was also unique, and so closely patterned after that of the mother
country that a recent historian is right to conclude that ‘the English conceived
what became at length the United States’®

The depth, strength and persistence of the British cultural foundations in
America come to light through two crucial facts. British people did not leave and
settle randomly. They left specific parts of Britain for specific parts of America
in four discernible migrations and settlement patterns. Also, these place-specific
migrations were a direct result of important political, religious and economic
developments in Britain. Simply put, British history shaped the migrations.
These migrations shaped colonial America and their influence persisted long
after the Revolution, well into the next century and beyond.*

A brief review of these settlement patterns reveals the deep roots of Brit-
ish culture in America and sets the historical context for these four volumes.
Though permanent English settlement began in Jamestown in 1607 by commer-
cially-minded adventurers, the migration wave that established America’s first
thriving regional culture began in the 1620s as Puritans sought greater religious
freedom and avoided religious change at home. And when in the 1630s Charles
I attempted to purge Puritans and other reformed elements from the Anglican
Church and exercised personal autocratic rule by ignoring Parliament, Puritans
lefc East Anglia for New England — some 21,000 of them between 1629 and
1640. They took with them their distinctive culture. New England was an ideal
place for these people: the harsh environment appealed to their austerity, and
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the limited fertility of the soil encouraged a diversified economy and the estab-
lishment of tight communities in which the church could exercise authority and
provide religious and social discipline. Here the Puritans could preserve what for
them was under threat in Stuart England. It was a deeply conservative movement
both in terms of their Calvinist theology and their attempt to regain the greater
freedom they had before.

With the end of the English Civil Wars and the rule by Oliver Cromwell and
the Puritan oligarchy, large numbers of Royalist cavaliers fled their base, mainly
in southern and western England, and joined the fledgling settlement in Virginia
— about 45,000 from 1642 to 1675. They brought with them their hierarchical
social culture and aristocratic attitudes and aspirations. In Virginia many were
able to purchase large estates and eventually buy slaves to work tobacco planta-
tions — a lifestyle that in some ways mimicked the English aristocracy. Again, the
conservative nature of this specific migration is striking and tells us much about
the British culture that was being transplanted in North America. They were
leaving England to preserve their English liberties and social privileges, and it
was events in England that created this distinct migration and regional culture.

The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 and the re-establishment of the
Church of England prompted a new wave of British migration to America dur-
ing the 1670s to the carly eighteenth century. This one was composed mainly of
Dissenters, especially Quakers from England’s North Midlands, who settled in
the Delaware Valley and the colony granted to William Penn — about 23,000
between 1675 and 1715. They were restricted by the resurgent Anglican Church
and monarchy and found greater freedom in Britain’s North American colonies.
The Quakers transplanted their own distinctive, pacifist English culture to Amer-
ica where they could enjoy greater religious freedom and economic opportunity.

The Glorious Revolution of 1688 established a clearly constitutional monar-
chy, butitalso allowed the further rise of England’s landed oligarchy, which could
be oppressive to the rural poor. This transition prompted a fourth discernible
wave of British migration to America that lasted from 1717 to the Revolution.
A total of about 250,000 came mainly from northern England, the Scottish low-
lands and Northern Ireland. They were suffering rising land rents and poverty
and were seeking economic improvement in the hilly and mountainous back-
country of the Appalachians — a landscape that was not too different from that
which they had left. Having lived so far from London, they had developed a
tradition of relative independence and a fierce sense of individual liberty. They
brought these ideals to their remote part of America, where they continued to
develop in relative isolation and became a powerful political force in the 1770s.

Naturally, these four waves of British immigrants brought their culture with
them, in the form of ‘folkways” — their religious and political heritage and atti-
tudes towards freedom, but also their language and speech patterns, marriage
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customs, foods, dress and architectural tastes, methods of work, sport and so on.
In the process they shaped the American colonies and created regional distinc-
tions that survived in spite of the arrival of other immigrants and the passage of
time. And as these colonial regions matured and developed, the descendants of
these immigrants headed west and brought with them the essence of their culture
to newer regions and states that were being carved out of the wilderness. Their
attitudes and perceptions about virtue, liberty and independence were especially
important. The definitions of these attitudes and perceptions varied according to
the four major groups of British settlers, but all were rooted in the British histori-
cal tradition and would be the ideological basis for independence.’ America’s very
conception of liberty, then, was largely inherited. When Patrick Henry cried out,
‘Give me liberty or give me death; he was expressing a deeply-held conviction that
his father, John Henry, took with him when he left Scotland in about 1730 and
settled in Virginia. Liberty was a birthright. It was worth dying for.®

British culture was also firmly established in America by the planting of uni-
versities, with English faculty and curricula that disseminated English culture.
Harvard, established already in 1636, was just the first of many colleges and uni-
versities that created lasting bonds between Britain and her colonists in America
— bonds that were surely modified with the Revolution, but bonds nevertheless.

It must be emphasized, however, that America was not a blank slate of
uninhabited land to which the British introduced culture. Hundreds of Native
American peoples were already there, but were swept aside by the power, brutal-
ity and diseases of British and other European newcomers. What helped make
the British such an inexorable force was that there were so many of them (thanks
to a liberal settlement policy) and an ideology (associated with John Locke) that
land ownership depended on a European style of agricultural development. This
provided a rationale for the seizure of lands and expulsion of natives that con-
tinued well into the nineteenth century. The extraordinary freedoms of the early
British in America impinged on the freedoms of natives — another trend that
continued well after the Revolution. Also, one must not overstate the British-
ness of the North American colonial world. Africans and other Europeans were
there, but also there was considerable acculturation between the British and the
Indians. It was indeed a ‘hybrid world}” but British culture and institutions nev-
ertheless remained dominant and would be sustained after the Revolution by
more British immigration.

The British immigrants who arrived immediately before the Revolution were
diverse. There were relatively few indentured servants, but about 20,000 convicts
were settled — many of them in the tobacco plantations of Maryland and Vir-
ginia. Unusually detailed information on nearly 10,000 others from late 1773 to
carly 1776 reveals that disproportionate numbers of them came from the Lon-
don region — now the most common origin — and Yorkshire, as well as parts



General Introduction xv

of Scotland. These ‘metropolitan’ emigrants were dominated by single, young
tradesmen, many of them travelling as indentured servants to Pennsylvania, Vir-
ginia and Maryland. The other ‘provincial’ emigrants were mainly families who
were more able to afford their passages outright, and headed to areas where they
could purchase land.® Altogether, well over half were skilled craftsmen, while 16
per cent were from agriculture and 5 per cent were schoolmasters or clerks. Only
11 per cent of the men were listed as unskilled labourers.

Clearly, the immigrants were generally not the desperately poor, flecing mis-
ery (which is true of the immigrants of the entire nineteenth century as well). In
fact, the evidence suggests that the late colonial immigrants from Britain were
more literate than those who stayed in their homeland. Data on a group who
left Hull for America in 1774-5 show that they were relatively prosperous.” In
their specific origins and economy they showed considerable variety, but they
had much in common in being British subjects and having a sense of their rights.
On the eve of the Revolution, an estimated 77 per cent of the white population
in North America had originated from Britain and Ulster."’

The depth and persistence of British culture in America can be seen per-
haps most clearly in religion. Protestant Christianity was, as one historian has
argued, ‘the greatest common denominator of life in both Britain and Amer-
ica in the first half of the nineteenth century’! The religious culture shared by
Britain and America is often under-appreciated by modern historians; but for
many immigrants it was among the most important factors in their migration.
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, religious culture ran deep and wide.
Religion was central to the lives of most people. It was often the glue that held
society together. Immigrants were the most important source of this shared reli-
gious culture, and throughout the century they benefited from it.

The religious denominations that British immigrants planted in colonial
America formed a tight cultural bond that survived the Revolution. These
denominations were the result of the interaction of British and American culture
and environment - not a one-way flow of culture. We can see this in the case
of John Wesley, whose Methodist movement was the product of the improbable
combination of London, Oxford and the colony of Georgia, where the Anglican-
ism and Moravianism that predominated there proved to be the incubator of the
movement. When John and Charles Wesley arrived in Georgia in 1736, it was
the American environment and Moravian pietism — with its outreach to simpler
people — that inspired Wesley to return to England and establish Methodism.'*

After the first Methodist Chapel was established in America in 1766, the
English immigrant Francis Asbury arrived in 1771 and spread Methodism
throughout America — this in spite of the fact that Methodism initially seemed
contrary to the direction of religious thought in America (particularly Enlight-
enment rationalism and Deism) and the fact that Asbury’s opposition to the
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Revolutionary movement alienated him from patriots (many of whom sus-
pected him and other Methodists of being Tories or spies) and many Anglicans
(who by this time distrusted Methodists). But Asbury’s nurturing and shaping
of American Methodism became a vital part of the ongoing British-American
relationship.'® The religious connection to British immigration is explored more
fully in the individual volumes.

British-American Culture after the Revolution

After the Revolution the United States’ population grew more diverse, but
remained extensively English in ethnic origins and cultural identity. In 1790
people of English origins or ancestry were by far the largest group, composing
about 60 per cent of the white population, about half (48 per cent) if we include
the second largest ethnic group: Africans. The Welsh and Scots comprised 5 to
6 per cent — numbering nearly the same as the Irish and about half the numbers
of cither Germans or the Scots-Irish. This English-dominated culture was espe-
cially prevalent in New England. But, as impressive as the figures for the English
are, they actually understate the influence of English culture. The ‘Anglicization’
of America was growing during the years before and after independence. This
was the process whereby the white residents achieved a greater standardization
of culture in their search for identity, values and institutions. It was rooted in a
greater centralized colonial bureaucracy and new standardized legal structures
that had been created to govern the empire, and its cultural impact persisted
after independence.'* Anglicization provided Americans links and a greater
sense of commonality, but it also nurtured their cultural ties with Britain and
created opportunities for British immigrants throughout the nineteenth century.
Overwhelmingly, then, the white colonial Americans had a British — especially
English — culture and understanding of their heritage.

This is not to say there were no essential differences between English and
American culture. From the beginning, English immigrants in America experi-
enced various differences that led them towards their own destiny. And of course
the Revolution changed many things: a monarchy was replaced by a republic; an
aristocratic society was replaced by a more egalitarian one. But the basic patterns
of culture remained, especially in political, social and economic attitudes. Well
into the nineteenth century the essential Englishness of American culture struck
many observers. As one wrote in 1818, “Whoever has well observed America
cannot doubt that she still remains essentially English, in language, habits, laws,
customs, manners, morals, and religion ... the great many of our people is of Eng-
lish origin’"> And Alexis de Tocqueville was not the only one who considered the
people of the United States as ‘the portion of the English people charged with
exploiting the forests of the new world’'® As Ralph Waldo Emerson also noted,
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“The American is only the continuation of the English genius into new condi-
tions, more or less propitious.!”

Throughout the nineteenth century, the continued cultural and linguistic
similarities of Britain and America affected British immigration — not only the
migration itself but how it is perceived by modern historians, even how it affects
the way many Americans see themselves. As a recent historian has observed,
English immigrants and culture have been so important for American identity
that many Americans — including those from non-British backgrounds - often
see the English as the ‘true’ Americans, or the ‘most American’ of all peoples.'®
This perception was largely the result of the English language, institutions and
culture that were the basic foundations of white American culture. Often, Eng-
lish immigrants are not even regarded as true immigrants: Oscar Handlin’s
Pulitzer Prize-winning book on American immigration, Zhe Uprooted, does not
even mention them."” Many other important works fail to mention the English,
or hardly mention them, because apparently they did not fit into the American
immigration experience: they were ‘already’ Americans, so closely knit were Brit-
ish and American culture. Clearly, among America’s immigrants the British were
unique for their impact on American identity.

Thus, the persistence of British culture in America and the special role and
nature of British immigration are central to any analysis of assimilation. Though
the concept of assimilation ideally means the blending of cultures, in fact it has
often consisted of what amounts to ‘Anglo-conformity’.? Non-British immigrant
groups have often been measured up against the English and the native-born
white Americans (especially those of British descent), in terms of their language
and behaviour in the United States — and to an astonishing degree they still are,
consciously and subconsciously, by many Americans to this day. Such Anglo-
conformity has long been part of a ‘bargain’ in American society: accept Anglo
cultural behaviour patterns, and the immigrant will in turn be more accepted.
Only in more recent times has this idea been seriously challenged — and then
only in some sections of the American population.

In this light, British immigration in general and English immigration in par-
ticular do have a unique place in immigration history. Rightly or wrongly, these
immigrants were seen to be bolstering the original ‘stock’ of people and culture.
This perception has been used by some modern writers in their argument to
limit non-white immigration today, as they yearn naively for the good old days
when American culture was supposedly more unified, and ‘pure’* But rejecting
these racist agendas must not also mean rejecting the historical reality of the
continuity of Anglo and American culture and institutions, and the important
roles that British immigrants played in the nineteenth century.

The immigrant letters, biographies, guidebooks, newspaper reports and
other documents in these volumes capture both this sense of cultural continuity
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and the difference that grew from America’s unique environment and developing
institutions. How similar or how different America seemed to British newcom-
ers varied from place to place and time to time. In these volumes we sce a curious
blend of similarities and differences that strike the modern reader for what they
reveal about both American and British culture and history. The common lan-
guage drew them together, and yet it could also mask cultural differences. This
collection reveals much about their perceptions of America, their comparisons
with Britain, their experiences, adjustments, successes and failures, and a host of
other subjects relating to the long formative period of 1776-1914. All of this is

brought out in sharp relief in the variety of materials in these volumes.

The Voyage

The materials included in these volumes devote considerable attention to the
voyage and continued journey to America. This is not surprising. The transatlan-
tic voyage during the age of sail was usually a formative, sometimes traumatic or
even fatal experience that deeply affected the immigrants. It was not to be taken
lightly. It was generally not for the weak, the timid or those who were wholly
satisfied with life in Britain. It was important in determining the type of person
who left for America. They were usually brave, strong and determined to make
the most of their lives.

The financial cost was considerable, especially for families of modest means
needing multiple passage tickets. By the 1820s and 1830s steerage passages cost
about £5 or £6 (about $25-30), less for children. Fares fell during the 1840s
when the infamous timber ships (which were designed to take American logs
to Britain) took poor passengers virtually as ballast on the outbound voyage to
America. By mid-century, steerage passages from Liverpool to New York could
be had for a little more than £3 (about $15), though provisions were extra. But
there were other costs too: transportation to the port of embarkation and final
destination, the lost wages during the journey and expenses necessary to get set-
tled in America. In the early nineteenth century, then, it required roughly £5 for
an individual to get to the United States. This cost usually excluded the poor-
est people and meant that the immigrants had some resources at their disposal
— cither their own or those from family and friends.

As the documents in these volumes make clear, the voyage was much more
than a rough ride in a ship. It was challenging enough to get to the port of embar-
kation, where thieves preyed upon unsuspecting, bewildered travellers. Once on
board, the physical ordeal began. Immigrants often recorded the experience in
graphic detail, and the possibility of shipwreck or death by cholera and other
diseases made migration a process that selected the immigrants from among
the hardier lot who were willing to take risks and undergo great discomfort and
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hardship. A crossing of five weeks was a lucky one. Usually it took much longer,
often two months, sometimes three, if the winds were uncooperative or the ship
had mechanical problems. On top of it all were the almost inevitable bouts of
seasickness, which caused not a few voyagers to pray that the ship would go
down and put an end to the misery. Generally, there was a fairly steady decline
of mortality over the course of the century. Nonetheless, the fear of death and
sickness and the physical rigours were formidable enough to make migration a
self-selecting process.”

The Steamship

As the documents in Volume 4 make clear, British immigrants of the 1860s
and after had a distinct advantage over those who had preceded them: the new
steamships. The dominance of steamships on transatlantic routes was highly
significant. Like the railroads, they connected the British and American econo-
mies, along with their people and cultures. Steamships began to dominate in the
late 1850s; in the 1860s they virtually took over the passenger trade. By 1867
over 90 per cent of the passengers leaving English ports for America took steam-
ships. They were larger, faster, safer, better equipped and — thanks to government
action from both Britain and America — more closely regulated and less subject
to the whims of captains and sailors. Conditions could still be miserable, and
shipwrecks still took many lives. But instead of taking five to ten or more weeks
to cross, the newer ships took only ten to fourteen days. And though a steamship
ticket was more expensive (around double the cost of a sailing ship ticket), the
total migration cost could be less, because there was less time of lost wages and
less money needed for provisions. The shorter, less traumatic voyage not only
encouraged migration for those who never would have sailed, but made it easier
to make a return voyage. One could come to America, try it out, and return to
Britain if it did not meet expectations. In effect, steamships shrank the world
and lowered the high emigration threshold that marked the age of sail.
Steamships also facilitated seasonal migration by the so-called ‘birds of pas-
sage, temporary immigrants who worked for part of the year in the United States
and then returned to Britain, where living costs were cheaper. The to-and-fro of
British migrants was an important conduit of ideas and perceptions that linked
the two nations in new ways. It has been calculated that between 1860 and 1914,
about 40 per cent of England’s emigrants to America returned, for a total of about
2 million returnees.” Either they never intended to remain in America, or they
found America unsatisfying. This was the highest rate for northern Europeans
during the time. In addition, as the letters and biographies illustrate, many who
had become United States citizens travelled back to Britain (often repeatedly)
to find a bride, attend a funeral, visit family and friends, make a business trip or
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simply see the old country. It is not surprising, then, that in the 1870s and 1880s
British emigration to America (and American emigration to Britain) rose to new
levels and brought the two nations to a new phase of their unique relationship.

Freemasonry

The great challenges of uprooting oneself from Britain, making the hard journey
to America and getting established in the United States were met by many immi-
grants through their membership in lodges. Freemasonry — masonic lodges and
other fraternal organizations — provided important and enduring cultural connec-
tions between Britain and America. Lodges themselves were imported to America
by British immigrants in the eighteenth century. The first surviving fraternal group
to provide companionship and mutual support for the working class was the Odd
Fellows, founded by London coach-spring maker Thomas Wildey and English
housepainter John Welch in Baltimore in 1819. A year later London tin-smith
James B. Barnes founded another Odd Fellows lodge in Massachusetts.*

As the Masons, Odd Fellows and other lodges or ‘“fraternal orders’ proliferated
in both Britain and America, so too did the networks that linked lodge mem-
bers on either side of the Atlantic. Lodges were a convenient and reliable source
of information, employment and resources that facilitated British migration to
America. Many British immigrants utilized the assistance of fellow members to
simplify and expedite their journey, acquire employment, make social connec-
tions and obtain welfare assistance if needed. Immediately they enjoyed access
to people with similar values and a dedication to help fellow members. In effect,
lodge membership lowered the migration threshold by encouraging many to
make the final decision to emigrate. It also shaped the composition of the British
population in the United States by assisting more skilled middle-class people to
participate.”® The county history biographies included in these volumes show
that lodge members were over-represented among the immigrants. Because of
their widespread use of these connections, British Americans likely had a much
higher rate of lodge membership than either Britons or Americans.

Land

As many of the materials in these volumes clearly show, throughout the century
it was America’s vast, fertile and obtainable land that was foremost in the minds
of most prospective British immigrants. When they heard that in America rich
government land was selling for $1.25 per acre, and sometimes improved land
for only a little more (which was the cost of renting land in Britain for a few
years), their imaginations were fired with the possibilities that lay across the sea.
And when letters from British immigrants already in America confirmed that
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ownership of large farms was within the reach of even poor tenant farmers, many
others could not rest easy until they tried out America for themselves.

Many who did not rely on personal letters (and even some who did) fell vic-
tim to the ‘agrarian myth’ that idealized American farming as a life of ease and
a vocation that allowed leisure time — at least after a farm had been cleared. It
sprang from a long literary tradition of the American ‘noble savage; the great
fecundity of the American soil and accounts of people living in harmony with
nature, where food could be simply taken out of the streams and forests, and
crops were so abundant that surpluses could be sold for easy cash. It was the
Jeffersonian view of agriculture taken to a higher level, and it was a vision that
usually ended with a harsh reality check.*

British immigrants found their way to neatly every corner of American
agricultural life, often buying cleared or partially cleared land, or land near or
in established communities. But surprising numbers headed straight to the
untamed frontier. The frontier has a special importance in the American mind
as a formative cultural influence and a place where Americans reinvented them-
sclves. Less obvious, but very real nonetheless, was the importance of the frontier
to Britons. If Americans could remake themselves on the frontier, then so could
the many thousands of English, Scots and Welsh who went there as well. In many
ways one’s reinvention on the frontier was more dramatic for British immigrants,
especially those who found there a means of escaping modernization and indus-
trialization. For a displaced British artisan, an unemployed farm labourer thrown
out of work by new farm machinery or a factory worker it was sometimes easier
to become an American pioneer or artisan than face change in Britain. Letters
from friends who had gone before them could remove much of the uncertainty
and make the adjustment less painful than going out alone. Some looked to Eng-
lish communities in America as a source of strength, or emigrated as part of an
organized emigration society. All of these aspirations and strategies are revealed
in the documents in these four volumes.

Though probably most British immigrants had primarily agricultural incentives
to come to America, there was so much more to it than that. A large portion had
industrial and preindustrial backgrounds and found similar work in the United
States. Textiles, mining, building trades, iron production and all sorts of mechani-
cal trades were common occupations for the British in America. But many of these
also combined non-agricultural work with farming in America, or worked at their
former trade long enough to buy land. The same was true of the many profession-
als, who comprised a larger percentage of the British than any other immigrant
group. Preachers, teachers, lawyers and doctors were especially common. But there
was also the occasional artist, musician and even ballet dancer.

The great occupational diversity of British immigrants is only part of the
complexity behind the decision to migrate and adjustment to American life.
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As we sce in the letters and biographies, some were drawn by America’s greater
political freedom and social equality - its lack of an aristocracy and established
church, lower taxation, and the greater possibility of social mobility. Altogether,
the story of British immigration to the United States captures much of the
essence of both British and American history and culture.

Contents and Format

Considering the importance that British immigration to the United States has
for both nations’ histories and cultures, it is surprising that there are so few
published sources on this topic. Part of the problem is that British immigrants
in the United States — with their common language and ability to ‘blend in’
more quickly than other immigrants — were in a sense ‘invisible immigrants) and
did not leave behind the extensive ethnic records and publications that other
immigrant groups did. But many letters were written, and many guidebooks for
British immigrants were published. The most important study and source of
immigrant letters is Charlotte Erickson’s Invisible Immigrants* This work not
only shed much light on the history of British immigration but also created a
new model for the study of the social and economic adaptation of immigrants.
More recently, David Gerber’s Authors of Their Lives used many of Erickson’s
unedited letters, plus others, to look at the immigrants as individuals and explore
how their letter-writing shaped them and enabled them to achieve their ‘quest
for meaning’?® The letters in these studies, and in this set of volumes (which have
never been published until now), contain observations made by ordinary people
about their world and lives. They give us many clues about their assimilation, and
insights into the long British-American nineteenth century.”’

Personal letters from British immigrants already in America were most effec-
tive in stimulating more migration. To read a letter from a person one knew,
whose advice one could trust, was especially valuable. The letters show that pro-
spective emigrants frequently asked detailed questions about life in America and
often received the information they needed to make their decision. Immigrant
letters created a network of information and migration channels that funnelled
many Britons to America during the nineteenth century.

Immigrant letters are important not just for the study of migration, the
immensely important topic of modernization and industrialization, and the
British-American relationship. As Michael Montgomery and Stephen Fender
have shown,* immigrant letters are also invaluable for the study of language,
and the voices of the poor — labouring men and women, as well as farmers, who
left no other written records. Immigrant letters have also preserved the voices
of the middle class and the professionals, in unique contexts, during the forma-
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tive nineteenth century. Immigrant letters, then, are rich with information for
many areas of interest.

In addition to immigrant letters, many county histories published in the
United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries contain biographies
of British immigrants. These biographies often record the immigrants’ origins,
details about their parents and upbringing, sometimes their precise reason for
emigrating, as well as their age, occupation, family members, their religion and
politics, their membership in lodges and other organizations, participation in
the Civil War or public office, and any notable achievements or interesting life
episodes. In short, they are a goldmine of information for anyone interested in
migration and are extensively used in many important studies.’! By including
typical examples of these biographies of British immigrants we gain insight into
the nature of the subject. Each volume includes biographies of British immi-
grants that are representative of the larger migrant population and illustrate the
lives and adjustments of people who otherwise are silent to history.

Besides letters and biographies, many guides and pamphlets were published to
inform prospective British immigrants on what to expect in America and how best
to proceed with their migration. Some were published by land and railroad com-
panies to promote immigration to their lands, and thus contain biases — though
they still provide insight about the nature of land companies, the promotion of
immigration and the nature of the concerns of immigrants. But many other guides
and pamphlets were unbiased and did their best to inform prospective immigrants
about the United States and what immigration would involve. Some are in the
form of travel literature that informed prospective immigrants about American
life. Some contain letters by British immigrants that record their experience and
offer additional insight into both British and American social and cultural life.
Some of them went through multiple editions and sold well, indicating that they
shaped some immigrants™ perceptions and decisions. These publications offer a
unique insight into American and British culture during the century. With the
immigrant letters and biographies, they are a valuable source not just for the study
of British migration to America, but for British and especially American life gen-
erally. Finally, there are contemporary newspaper reports and pamphlets aimed
at workers — from both the British and American press — that tell us of Britons
leaving for America and adjusting to life in the United States.

Altogether, these volumes offer much to those interested in migration and
social and economic history. The documents have both socio-historical and literary
relevance. They offer a deeper and broader historical and cultural understanding
of the social and economic history of both Britain and the United States, and the
background, causes and results of the great, significant migration of Britons to the
United States from the Revolutionary War era to the First World War.
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These four volumes are organized chronologically. Volume 1 concentrates on
the period from the Revolutionary War era to 1828. This period is defined by
the beginning of the United States as an independent nation and its attempt to
define and distance itself from the mother country. It is also marked by expan-
sion, another war with Britain and carly industrialization in both Britain and
America. Volume 2 concentrates on the years 1829 to 1847, a time of increasing
American democracy under the Jacksonians and rapid westward expansion. It
was a period of phenomenal growth and change in both nations, a period of eco-
nomic depression and increased numbers of British immigrants, who played new
roles in industry and agriculture as well as reform issues — especially temperance
and abolitionism. Volume 3 concentrates on the years 1848 to 1859, a period
of economic boom in both countries, the industrial and territorial expansion of
the United States, British free trade, the Crimean War and the unravelling of the
United States. There is also the fantastic California Gold Rush, in which British
immigrants were over—represented as participants.

Volume 4 concentrates on the years 1860 to 1914, a period dominated by
the American Civil War and Reconstruction, rapid economic development in
Britain and the United States, and American westward expansion - all of which
closely involved British immigrants and formed a large part of their American
consciousness. There was also the continuation of urbanization, westward move-
ments, silver mining in the West and a growing sense of an imperial destiny in
both nations, based on a notion of a ‘white man’s burden’ to civilize the world
through Anglo-American institutions, culture and religion. In this last period
we see again the important part played by British immigrants, who, as the cen-
tury came to a close, contributed to a growing sense of a commonality between
the two nations, and a common purpose. The fact that both Britain and the
United States arrived at this similar stage of self-understanding at similar times,
and fought imperial wars virtually simultancously (the Spanish-American and
Boer Wars) is just one illustration of their shared culture and institutions, much
of which was carried by British immigrants, and the continued close relationship
between the two countries after American independence.

Each volume has an introduction to set the context of the period, provide an
overview of British immigration to the United States, highlight the issues sur-
rounding the migration and summarize what we know, according to the current
publications on the subject. There are also headnotes to each group of texts. Each
volume concludes with editorial notes and has annotations for materials that
require further context or suggestions for further reading. Generally, original
spelling and punctuation are maintained to preserve the character, idiosyncrasies
and in some cases the dialect of the author. Question marks in square brackets
denote where the original manuscript or typescript is illegible.
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INTRODUCTION

After the Revolution

The American Revolution virtually extinguished the flow of British immigrants,
but this was quite temporary. One of the most significant aspects of the Revolu-
tion was how quickly economic and diplomatic relations between Britain and
her former colonies resumed. Helping the wounds to heal was the fact that it
was not total war. The fighting was localized, agricultural production was not
greatly affected, and a little more than 4,000 Americans soldiers were killed,
as were somewhat higher numbers of Britons. Thus, in spite of the war, more
British immigrants were soon generally welcomed. Yet for much of the nine-
teenth century some English immigrants had Americans question their loyalty
— especially when they expressed affection for their mother country. And in spite
of the resumed economic and diplomatic relations, suspicions and even hatred
of Britain remained for many years, particularly among Americans who feared
future British incursions upon their liberty. British immigrants helped break
down these Anglophobic attitudes and contributed to a growing Anglo-Ameri-
can understanding.

The resumption of Anglo-American trade and migration was a natural step
in economic terms, but in the geopolitical world there was bound to be fric-
tion, especially as the enduring conflict between Britain and France spilled
over into North America and questions about the border with British North
America remained. British impressment of American sailors (many of whom
were actually British sailors who had deserted and joined the American navy,
and were certainly subject to British military justice) led to early conflict. France
also impressed American ships. Between 1803 and 1807 the British seized over
500 ships and the French nearly 400.' When in 1807 Britain seized five alleged
deserters on board the USS Chesapeake in international waters, many Americans
cried for war. Jefferson instead imposed an embargo on all trade with Britain
and France, intending to coerce both from impressing American sailors. But the
main result was a severe depression in American ports.
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Much more significant was the War of 1812, which in reality was part of
the larger Napoleonic Wars. The initial issue was again British impressment of
sailors, which assisted the election of America’s Democratic-Republicans, many
of whom saw the conquest of Canada as a means of ending impressments — and
adesirable end in its own right. A thornier issue was the continued conflict over
the borders separating the United States and British North America, the exist-
ence of British military posts and command of the Great Lakes system. When
war broke out in June 1812, the Democratic-Republicans claimed it was a ‘sec-
ond war for independence’ necessitated by the unfulfilled Treaty of Paris of 1783
and the disputed Great Lake boundaries. But the Federalists strongly opposed
‘Mr Madison’s War’, and complained with some justification that the president
and his “War Hawks  were the belligerent ones. Britain, though preoccupied with
Napoleon, was not about to concede its interests to upstart former colonies.

The War of 1812 is rather odd not only because it was preventable and unnec-
essary, but because such large numbers of citizens on both sides opposed it. As in
the Revolution, there was a sense that quarrels between ‘cousins’ should not get
out of hand. Some British periodicals sympathized with the Americans, while
others predictably criticized the Americans for their aggression and political cor-
ruption. Thus, for much of the century British immigrants usually faced a curious
blend of cultural affinity and a lingering suspicion of the loyalty.” During Fourth
of July celebrations many had to brace themselves for the standard denunciations
of Britain during readings of the Declaration of Independence. Some immigrants
felt pressure to prove their loyalty by painting enormous flags on their barns, or
making some other conspicuous display. Later, others left no doubt of their loy-
alty by being the first in their community to volunteer to fight in the Civil War.
But these facts can hide the larger truth that the British — due to their cultural
links with the United States — were the most welcomed of all immigrants. They
and especially their children were often indistinguishable from most native-born
Americans. Transcending any post-war fears and suspicions was the realization
among many that Britons and Americans were linked by blood and heritage, and
that their futures remained linked in many ways. As is clear in the documents in
this volume, this cultural kinship would be a distinct advantage for most British
immigrants and enhance their role in economic and cultural life.

More important for the British and American governments, it was clearly
in their interests to have peace and trade. They were naturally each other’s best
customers. British manufactures needed the American market and bountiful
raw materials; Americans needed the high quality and relatively cheap merchan-
dise that was pouring out of the world’s first industrial nation, and depended
on British markets for their exports — especially cotton. Therefore trade was
resumed in 1783 — the same year the conflict ended. Already in the late 1780s
four fifths of Philadelphia’s and virtually all of New York’s imports were British.



