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Map 1: The Northern Isles, relative to Norway and Scotland.
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Map 2: The Orkney Islands.
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Map 3: The Shetland Islands.
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Map 4: North America.
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Map 5: Southern Africa. Historic place names are displayed in parentheses.
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Map 6: Maps of Australia (upper) and primarily of the province of Victoria (lower).
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Map 7: New Zealand.
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Introduction


THE PEOPLE OF Scotland’s Northern Isles have always looked outwards. They have settled or sojourned across the world, leaving their imprint on communities from the Arctic to the Antipodes. But until now there has been no panoramic or comparative study of emigration from the northern edge of Scotland over an extended timespan. This book has been written in order to plug that gap. It is a thematically rooted study that looks at the motives and experiences of island emigrants over a three-century timespan beginning in the mid-1700s. I have been writing about Scottish emigration for more than four decades but until 2018 had never consulted the rich archival holdings of either Orkney or Shetland or spoken to those who had gone overseas. As I listened to their reflections or read the letters and diaries of bygone generations of emigrants, I became increasingly convinced that their stories needed to be told. Covid-induced travel restrictions meant the book had a long gestation but I was eventually able to accumulate a treasure trove of material which I have woven into an exploration of the emigrants’ motives, strategies, experiences and emotions.


A consistent priority has been to set the story of those who left the Northern Isles within the context of the Scottish exodus as a whole. Were the decisions and experiences of Orcadians and Shetlanders shaped by the same issues that influenced their compatriots elsewhere, or were there elements of exceptionalism in the outflow from that northern edge of Scotland? Was there an island mentality that they shared with their fellow emigrants from the Western Isles or elsewhere? How significant was the Nordic heritage, or should we draw on recent research into coastal cultures in search of particular insights into the exodus from these largely sea-focused communities? If Scotland itself was viewed by some from Orkney and Shetland as a foreign land, how did that perception affect islanders’ attitudes to overseas, intercontinental emigration?


What do we already know of their story? Communities and individuals from the Northern Isles have played walk-on parts in several general studies of Scottish emigration or overseas settlement. More focused attention has been given to certain aspects of their experiences, notably the involvement of Orcadians with the Hudson’s Bay Company, the fur trading enterprise that had been founded in 1670 under a Royal Charter from Charles II.1 Genealogical investigations have turned the spotlight on families and localities, aided by David Dobson’s meticulous listings of individual emigrants in numerous publications and the publication in 2010 of J. Laughton Johnston’s book, A Kist of Emigrants, which had been commissioned by the Hamefarin committee two years earlier.2 The extent of public interest in the diaspora was demonstrated by the global response to Johnston’s appeal for information, which elicited stories about more than 1,000 emigrants, mostly relating to the last quarter of the 19th century.3 In a similar vein, the quarterly magazine New Shetlander, launched by Peter Jamieson in 1947, continues to attract articles by and about Shetlanders in the diaspora. In recent years the 19th-century exodus from the two archipelagos has also begun to attract the attention of postgraduate researchers4 but no attempt has been made to evaluate 250 years of Orcadian and Shetland emigration through a thematic blending of the writings and voices of participants, policy-makers and the press over such a long period. In undertaking that task I have revisited threads of evidence about emigration from the Northern Isles that featured tangentially in my earlier research and supplemented those findings with insights from the scholarship of others and from my own evaluation of new archival material and recently sourced oral testimony.


Subsequent chapters look at the evidence for emigration, the triggers for leaving and the experiences and legacies of islanders who settled or sojourned overseas. What were the negative impulses that drove them away and the positive opportunities that drew them to far-flung destinations? How significant were the orchestrated outflows that turned emigration into a corporate endeavour and why did these wax and wane? How did the emigrants’ experiences of travel, settlement and sojourning, harnessed to their backgrounds, shape their own actions and reactions, as well as the attitudes of those whom they encountered? Was there any such thing as a specific diasporic identity among Orcadians and Shetlanders overseas? In addressing these questions I am indebted to the numerous individuals whose letters, diaries, reports and conversations shed light on the motives, experiences and sentiments of generations of emigrants from Scotland’s northern fringes.





CHAPTER 1


Evidence: Contextualising and Charting Emigration


ACADEMIC DOCUMENTATION AND analysis of Scottish emigration have engaged the minds and fuelled the pens of historians and sociologists since the early 1980s. The promotion of full-blown genealogical tourism as a commercial offshoot of that exodus is a more recent development, although individuals and families have often cherished and cultivated personal connections in the global diaspora of Scots. Throughout the centuries, countless exiles with sufficient means have visited their homeland. Most remained anonymous but they included a handful of well-known figures whose highly publicised trips often triggered civic festivities not only in their home communities but across Scotland.


The branding of Scotland as a mecca for ancestral tourists between the wars built on these individual and family foundations. It was a business generated in the United States where, between 1924 and 1938, the Order of Scottish Clans chartered seven liners to bring around 14,000 emigrants or second-generation Scots across the Atlantic for a holiday in an enterprise labelled by The Scotsman as ‘tartan tourism’. The post-war ancestral travel industry was also steered primarily from across the Atlantic until the early 21st century, when the commercial potential of courting the Scottish diaspora was recognised by the Scottish government in the two ‘Homecoming’ Years of 2009 and 2014.


But one corner of Scotland had grasped the significance of genealogical heritage holidays almost half a century earlier. It was in 1960 that Shetland hosted its first ‘Hamefarin’ celebration, reprising the event in 1985 and 2010. It is ironic that the islands’ diaspora should have been publicly celebrated well before similar national commemorations, for Shetlanders, like their Orcadian neighbours to the south, were relative latecomers to the large-scale intercontinental emigration that characterised much of the Scottish mainland and the Western Isles from the mid-18th century. But that too is ironic, since the people of the Northern Isles – where Norwegian rule lasted for six centuries and only ended in 1468 – were well accustomed to looking outwards across the North Sea and retained strong cultural links with Norway long after political ties had been severed. There was a lengthy tradition of trade and migration as well as cultural exchange in both directions, but it was probably because of their proximity to the sea rather than their history that Northern Islanders seem to have preferred temporary (albeit recurring) employment on whaling ships or with the merchant marine to permanent overseas settlement, at least until the mid-1800s. Their experiences over many centuries demonstrate the centrality of the ocean as an artery of communication with multi-directional and multi-functional flows.


The Northern Isles and the Wider World


Before launching into any analysis of this particular part of the emigration story, we need to set a contextual framework that embeds the demographic history of the Northern Isles within what was happening in the rest of Scotland and beyond. Far from being isolated, the two archipelagos were fully integrated into a vibrant world of sea-borne activity that embraced both goods and people. Located at a maritime crossroads, the islands had always looked outwards and had been shaped by a variety of external influences. Between the ninth and 15th centuries, when they were under Norwegian control, their gaze – culturally and commercially, as well as politically and legally – was directed eastwards across the North Sea. After Orkney and Shetland were mortgaged to Scotland in 1468 and 1469 respectively as security for the dowry of Princess Margaret, and subsequently annexed when the pledge was apparently not redeemed, the focus shifted increasingly to the south.


That general statement needs to be qualified however, for there were significant differences between the archipelagos, both before and after their annexation by Scotland in 1472. To this day, tangible disparities in land use and architecture, and more intangible cultural contrasts, testify to the Scandinavian and Scottish influences that shaped Shetland and Orkney respectively. Apart from the obvious geographical and environmental features – Orkney being much closer to the Scottish mainland and enjoying a fertility that allowed its economy to be rooted in arable farming – there were also administrative disparities that bound Shetland more firmly to its Norse heritage. After 1195, when Shetland had been detached from the earldom of Orkney, it was ruled by governors appointed directly from Norway. Land in Shetland continued to be owned by Norwegians and linguistic distinctiveness endured, with the last written document in Norse appearing in 1607.1 Orkney, by contrast, was administered by Scottish earls who introduced southern influences, practices and people well before 1472.


In both Shetland and Orkney trade with Norway, particularly in the import of timber to the treeless islands, persisted from the 15th to the 18th century. That traditional commerce took place alongside new connections with Germany and the Low Countries through the Hanseatic League, as fish, grain and wool were exchanged for fishing gear, foodstuffs and fabrics in a barter-based trade.2 Ever-increasing links with Scotland and England were focused on ports such as Dundee, Leith, Newcastle and London, and in the late 18th century kelp burning became an important enterprise in Orkney, with the finished product being exported to the Scottish mainland and England, particularly to Newcastle. In the following century commercial herring fishing became a staple seasonal activity across the Northern Isles, but especially in Shetland, continuing to the mid-1900s. It was some time after the decline of the herring trade that the advent of the North Sea oil and gas industry in the early 1970s brought unprecedented employment and wealth to the islands in the last three decades of the 20th century.


Almost all these enterprises introduced Orcadians and Shetlanders to peoples and cultures from elsewhere and in some cases took them away from the islands as well. Hanseatic merchants set up trading booths on their annual visits, and Dutch fishermen frequented the coasts between about 1500 and the 18th century, joined by others from Denmark, Prussia, France and Ostend, although their presence was not always welcomed. The most persistent influx, however, came from Scotland, encompassing the administrators and clergymen of the medieval period; merchants and farmers who developed kelping, fishing and agricultural enterprises; and latterly, multinational energy companies. In the mid-19th century Orkney witnessed the arrival of a number of tenant farmers from North East Scotland, whose recently acquired expertise in draining and liming the soil was put to good effect as they reclaimed moorland and expanded arable acreage on the islands.3


At the same time, tenant farmers and crofter-fishermen from across the Northern Isles, as elsewhere, were being lured overseas by the promise of better opportunities, articulated in letters, newspapers and the lectures of recruitment agents. Contact with the outside world – not least with those who had gone overseas – was stimulated by the penny post, the abolition of newspaper stamp duty and the growing availability of transportation. Emigration was increasingly normalised and confidence was reinforced by the testimony of emigrants whose success allowed them to visit, and sometimes invest in, their native islands. The momentum given to emigration during periods of penury, such as the bad harvests and failed fishing and whaling seasons in Shetland in the 1830s, and the potato blight of the 1840s, was maintained into later periods when the economy had recovered. That momentum helps to explain the phenomenon highlighted by T.M. Devine as ‘the paradox of Scottish emigration’ when the outflow remained significant even in prosperous times such as the herring boom of the mid-19th century.4 It was an explanation amplified by the editor of the Shetland Times in his end-of-year reflections in 1934. He asserted that young Shetlanders were more likely to leave their homeland when the economy was vibrant, taking advantage of the prospect of higher wages and better living standards elsewhere. In a precarious economic climate on the other hand, such as the depressed interwar era, Shetland was seen as a place of security rather than monotony, ‘a homeland in which young Shetlanders are realising more and more it is only common sense to remain’.5


That perspective was not universally accepted however, and emigration was frequently perceived as an unwilling response to economic hardship or social dislocation, particularly from the perspective of the Shetland Times. In 1876 it devoted several column inches to the departure for New Zealand of Laurence Johnstone, who for 13 years had been parish schoolmaster in Sandwick. The unnamed speaker at Johnstone’s farewell presentation attributed his decision to the consequences of the 1872 Education (Scotland) Act, which he claimed had, ‘by one sweeping act of spoilation’, undermined the Christian ethos of schooling, degraded the teaching profession, rendered the schoolmaster’s position insecure and deprived children of any prospect of advancement. Johnstone’s decision to sever old ties and ‘to enter upon new relations and untried conditions of life in the land of the stranger’ was reportedly based on the welfare of his many children, ‘who are more likely to become useful members of society in the thriving colony of New Zealand than they can expect to be here’.6 A decade later economic problems in farming and fishing were blamed for heavy emigration, when, as the Shetland Times put it, ‘both strings of our bow gave way’.7 Similar gloom characterised the depression years of the 1920s, when the same newspaper lamented, in tones reminiscent of the late 18th-century mercantilists, that, ‘it is these things – much toil for little reward, unemployment and no prospect of employment – that is hastening the best of the youth of Shetland to the colonies and to America’.8


The seasonal commercial herring fishing, which became a mainstay of Scotland’s coastal economy for a century, also increased the Northern Islanders’ contact with their neighbours to the west and south, bringing fishermen and ancillary workers from other fishing communities to Shetland, in particular during high summer. Islanders themselves then joined the ongoing migration to the Moray Firth and North Sea coast as during late summer and autumn they followed the herring as far south as Yarmouth and Lowestoft in East Anglia. The women gutters and packers who worked long, back-breaking hours in shore-based processing stations have attracted more attention than the fishermen themselves, and the East Anglian ports became used to the sound of accents from Shetland, as well as those of fishermen, their wives and daughters from further south. At the height of the herring boom just before the First World War, 12,000 gutters were employed, 5,000 of whom travelled south for the English fishing season. Oral historian Paul Thompson has described the annual migrations as ‘spectacular’, and even in 1936, when the industry was waning, 2,600 Scottish fisherwomen followed the herring drifters to East Anglia.9


Fishing was not the only maritime activity that generated temporary migration to and from the Northern Isles. Much greater distances were travelled by the many seafarers who found their livelihoods in the Merchant Navy, bringing back to their home communities stories and trophies of exotic adventures in far-flung corners of the globe. In all these ways, through both outward and inward traffic over many centuries, Orcadians and Shetlanders were more fully engaged with the outside world than was often assumed by observers in Edinburgh or London who viewed the islands as little more than isolated, inaccessible appendages of mainland Britain.


Quantifying the Exodus


How do we chart the movement of people? Statistics are slippery. We simply do not know the extent of emigration from the Northern Isles, nor anything definitive about fluctuations in the movement. Departures were not disaggregated from the overall Scottish figures and we are dependent on occasional, largely anecdotal clues. It is no surprise that one historian has described attempts to quantify emigration as an exercise that threatens to drown researchers in a ‘statistician’s soup’.10


Even the statistics of emigration from Scotland as a whole are elusive and subject to a wide margin of error, since no single agency has ever been consistently responsible for recording departures. Estimates are particularly speculative before the mid-19th century. They suggest that around 75,000 Scots may have gone overseas between 1700 and 1780, most from the Lowlands and mainly from mid-century. In the following two decades the focus shifted to the Highlands, which probably accounted for over 66 per cent of the estimated 15,000 Scottish departures, although throughout the century the Scottish figures were eclipsed by the exodus from Ireland. For a brief period in the 1770s we are given a slightly more detailed – but still partial – snapshot of departures from Scotland and England, thanks to a survey commissioned by a Westminster government that was alarmed at the rumoured extent of transatlantic emigration as war with the American colonies loomed. The Register of Emigrants is a comprehensive listing of every emigrant officially known to have left Great Britain for America between December 1773 and March 1776. It recorded 9,868 departures, of which 3,872 were from Scotland, a far higher proportion of Scots than their representation in the British population. The findings have to be treated with caution, not least because many vessels sailed unrecorded; head counting was flawed; and details such as places of origin were haphazardly and often phonetically recorded by overworked, untrained officials. It does, however, offer a brief glimpse into departures from the Northern Isles.


Emigration from Scotland in the 19th century was part of a much bigger tapestry that saw the intercontinental departure of over 50 million Europeans between 1815 and 1914, primarily to the United States. Most (about 20 million) came from Britain and Ireland in the first half of the century; from Scandinavia (particularly Norway) and some German states in mid-century; and from Italy and other parts of Southern and Eastern Europe in the decade before the First World War. British and Irish departures were initially tracked by the Colonial Office, sometimes with a detailed breakdown of embarkation ports, a potentially misleading feature, as up to and including 1852 the nationality of emigrants was equated with the port of departure. After 1872 the Board of Trade assumed responsibility for recording intercontinental passenger traffic, and detailed manifests survive from 1890.


Around two million emigrants left Scotland in the century after 1815. This was about 12 per cent of the whole exodus from Britain and Ireland but constituted a disproportionate haemorrhage of people from a country whose total population in 1911 was under five million. Until 1847, the Canadian colonies were the preferred destination, before being eclipsed by the United States. Canada topped the league table again from 1910, a position that it retained after the wartime hiatus. The departure of nearly 500,000 Scots overseas during the 1920s contributed significantly to an unprecedented intercensal decline in Scotland, and it has been estimated that by 1931 between a quarter and a fifth of all Scots were not living in their native land.11 The outflow was reversed during the Depression of the 1930s and further interrupted by renewed global conflict, but when it resumed with full vigour after the Second World War, Canada was initially the main magnet again until its adoption of stricter entry regulations under the points system in 1967. Meanwhile, Australia, whose gold rush in the 1850s had only briefly diverted the main flow away from North America, became a more consistently popular destination: in the 1960s and 1970s Scots constituted between a quarter and a third of British emigration to Australia, and in the latter decade up to 15 per cent of Australia’s immigrants were Scots.12


So much for the contextual setting, but how do patterns of movement from the Northern Isles map on to that general picture? The lack of meaningful or consistent statistics makes it difficult to identify parallels and disparities, but a patchwork of information from sources such as newspapers, census records, the Statistical Accounts, Colonial Office returns and Board of Trade shipping manifests, as well as documentation from destination countries, suggests that emigrants from Orkney and Shetland generally followed a similar trajectory to their mainland counterparts in terms of the ebb and flow of interest in leaving, and the shifting popularity of destinations. That impression is reinforced by a rich vein of personal testimony found in letters, diaries and oral recollections.


Only 3.5 per cent of the 3,872 Scottish departures recorded in the Register of Emigrants came from the Northern Isles: 137 from Orkney and 29 from Shetland, on a total of four vessels. In March 1774, Andrew Ross and James Riddoch, customs officers in Kirkwall, reported that the Two Friends of Whitby had recently stopped for five days at Stromness en route to Nova Scotia with 99 emigrants from Yorkshire. The captain had hired two local boys as apprentices, a practice which the customs officers described as having ‘long been common in this country’. Perhaps somewhat defensively, they noted, however, that ‘not one Person went with her from this Country in the way of emigration’, emphasising the lack of interest in emigration in their final observation that ‘we do not as yet her [sic] of any person intending to leave this place in order to go and settle in America’.13 Later in the year, however, customs officers recorded the departure from Kirkwall to Savannah, Georgia, of two shiploads of indentured servants from Orkney and Caithness. On each occasion the vessel was the Marlborough and the first contingent was recruited by Messrs Brown & Gordon, with the second contingent being recruited by Jonas Brown and Company of Whitby. The 55 individuals on the first shipload were all from Orkney and comprised 19 married men and women with 22 children; ten single men; four single women; and a ten-year-old ‘beggar’. There were only six married couples and 12 children on the Marlborough’s next sailing, which included 20 single male servants and nine single women, with 16 of the passengers having come from Caithness.


The Register’s only references to Shetland emigrants are related to two voyages of the Jamaica Packet from Kirkcaldy in October 1774 and June 1775, bound for Antigua and South Carolina respectively. On the first occasion the ship’s passengers included three married couples from Shetland, along with ten children and a single man. On the second occasion there were three married couples from Shetland with seven children. Perhaps Shetlanders were dissuaded from emigrating by their encounters with the shipwrecked passengers from the Bachelor, a vessel which had left Thurso in August 1773, bound for North Carolina with 280 emigrants. 14 Having set sail too late in the season, she was caught in equinoctial gales in the Pentland Firth and driven first into Stromness and then into Walls. Repairs were made, but worse damage ensued when the ship was dashed against rocks while preparing to sail again. By that time 11 passengers had died and most of the rest were destitute, dependent on the charity of Shetlanders to keep them going through the winter. Sources differ as to whether that assistance was wholehearted or reluctant. An article in the Scots Magazine in April 1774 praised the ‘hospitable islanders’ by whom the stranded passengers had been ‘kindly received and liberally maintained for upwards of six months’.15 The previous November, however, Arthur Nicolson of Lerwick had expressed a rather different view in a letter to an unnamed recipient.


There is no news here, only that the Emigrants, I understand, are to be dispersed through the Different parishes of the Country. I wish something would have been done for transporting them, there is a Light ship of 200 Tons here belonging to Shiels [sic], that would transport them at 5/- per head, which would cost only £50. I wish the country was free of them at that Expence [sic], but they tell me that they wont go but will stay to be transported by the ship they came with or that Mr Inglis [the Leith-based shipowner] shall send another ship for them. That I believe he will not do. This affair is like to be a great oppression on this poor Country.16


Nicolson’s sentiments were echoed four months later by James Buchan, minister of Voe, who wrote to a fellow clergyman in Bressay:


I hope it will not be very long till the Ship be ready to sail but whether she will be capable to proceed to America without going back to Leith, or some other place… is not yet certain.17


He was at pains to emphasise, however, that parish funds were not being depleted as a result of support being given to the destitute passengers. The following month the Bachelor limped back to Leith with all but 28 of the surviving passengers on board, their plans for a new life in America having been aborted. In July of the same year Walter Scott, part owner of the brigantine Dolphin, advertised to any who intended to emigrate from Shetland that if they could ‘make up the sum of £300 among them of freight’, accommodation could be provided for 100 people, ‘for which sum they shall be landed in whatever part of America they incline’.18 The response is unclear, though Andrew O’Dell, in his Historical Geography of the Shetland Islands, referred to the ‘emigration of 280 persons from Caithness and Zetland in 1774, owing to the bad state of trade’. O’Dell also cited penury as the trigger for an exodus about seven years later, when ‘a series of bad crops and fishings… reduced the peasants so far below the poverty line that Nova Scotia emigration agents moving through the country were able to persuade numbers to emigrate.’19 That transatlantic passage was clearly an issue in the islands at that time is evident in a petition raised by James Mouat Junior of North Laxfirth against James Irvine in Bruland. Mouat was demanding compensation for money he had given to Irvine ‘in part payment for my half freight to America which he gave me freight for’. In the event of the ship not being available ‘to cary of the emigrands’, Irvine had guaranteed to return the money but had seemingly reneged on his promise.20


William Thomson has noted that Shetland played little part in the ‘epidemical fury of emigration which swept eighteenth-century Scotland’, not least in the early 1770s.21 That impression is confirmed not only by the Register of Emigrants but also by the Statistical Account of Scotland, which reported relatively little permanent emigration in the 1700s. As already noted, many men pursued a seafaring life, often far from home, and seasonal whaling and fishing expeditions to Greenland and the Davis Straits were mentioned by several contributors.22 Shetlanders, who were more used to the sea than the land, favoured maritime pursuits to a greater extent than Orcadians. This may help to explain Orkney’s particular links with the Hudson’s Bay Company where the work was largely land-based. Statistical Account reports from several Orcadian parishes alluded to the significance of employment with the Hudson’s Bay Company.23 Half a century later, the New Statistical Account made hardly any reference to emigration from Shetland, while Orkney’s association with the Hudson’s Bay Company was waning.


In 1840 the Colonial Land and Emigration Commission was appointed by the Colonial Office to oversee emigration to the British Empire. Its annual reports, issued up to 1873, included tables listing the number of emigrants who had embarked at ports across Britain and Ireland. The main Scottish focus was on Glasgow and Greenock, but in the years up to 1859 Kirkwall was mentioned nine times, embarking a total of 336 emigrants, all for Canada with the exception of seven who went to the USA in 1847. Stromness appeared twice, in 1858 and 1859, when 13 and 30 emigrants respectively embarked for Canada. Orcadians may also have departed from the ports of Wick or Thurso, which embarked emigrants over nine years, but in much larger numbers, particularly in the late 1840s and early 1850s. In all, 2,175 emigrants boarded at Wick, of whom 87.5 per cent were Canada-bound, the remainder being destined for Nova Scotia and Cape Breton. Lerwick did not feature in any of the Commissioners’ returns and it is likely that emigrants from Shetland took their long-haul passage from Aberdeen, Leith or the Clyde.24


Reports submitted to the Colonial Office by Canada’s Quebec-based Chief Immigration Agent in the 1840s and 1850s made occasional mention of arrivals at Quebec and Montreal from the ports of Stromness, Kirkwall or Thurso, the latter two being bracketed together in the statistical return for 1836, when it was recorded that 149 emigrants had arrived from those two embarkation points. In 1840, arrivals from Thurso alone totalled 537. We learn from the agent’s weekly returns that these included the Fairy and the Pacific, which on 23 and 30 May disembarked 123 and 193 emigrants respectively, mostly labourers, farmers and tradesmen, with their families. In 1846 48 emigrants arrived from Thurso; in 1848 the same port sent 109 emigrants on a single vessel; and in 1851 another ship from Thurso landed 73 passengers. By the early 1850s Stromness was making an appearance in the returns, sending one ship with 94 passengers in 1851; three ships with 161 passengers in 1852; and two ships with 142 passengers in 1853. None of the Northern Isles or Caithness emigrants were singled out for particular comment by the agent, whose general observation was that they were ‘respectable in appearance’, ‘in good circumstances’ and generally destined for the western part of Upper Canada, with a few going to the United States.


The government’s greater financial investment in emigrants who went to the Antipodes meant that their departures and arrivals were both more highly regulated and also more likely to feature in official records. A sample from statistics compiled during the period of government-assisted emigration from the 1830s to the 1850s suggests that individuals from the Northern Isles probably went to Australia in similar proportions to their compatriots from other parts of Scotland. Three sets of registers in The National Archives include a handful of references to Northern Islanders. Of the 3,360 individuals recorded in a Register of Emigrant Labourers who applied for a free passage to South Australia between January 1836 and November 1838, 8 per cent came from Scotland, but none from Shetland and only three from Orkney: blacksmith George Carmichael (aged 22) and servant Frances Carmichael (aged 20) who lived at the same address in Kirkwall and were presumably siblings; and agricultural labourer William Campbell (aged 27) who came from an unspecified part of Orkney and applied on behalf of himself and his wife.25


In the same decade Scotland accounted for just over 5 per cent of applications made by convicts’ families for a passage to Australia, with one application being made from Shetland by the wife and three children of labourer James Matthewson. A native of Unst, Matthewson had been convicted of three separate thefts in Lerwick in 1844 and 1845 and was transported to Hobart on the Marie Somes in 1850. His wife Barbara, along with three of their seven children, was granted a passage on the Caroline Middleton in 1854 after her application was supported by two local referees: minister William Morgan and merchant William Clark. James Matthewson died in Launceston, Tasmania in 1867, a year before his wife.26


New Zealand came relatively late to the party as an emigrant destination and its advocates were at pains to emphasise that it had never been sullied by convict settlement. Shortly before it became a Crown colony in 1840, emigrant labourers could apply for a free passage to that distant land. The first of the two registers consulted reveals that 5.4 per cent of the 5,378 British and Irish applicants came from Scotland, including a family of Mansons from Lerwick, who seem to have comprised the father and five children aged between 16 and 26. Perhaps their departure was triggered by Magnus Manson having been widowed in 1836.27 While a second register contains a higher percentage of Scottish applicants (19.7 per cent) none came from the Northern Isles.28 Rebecca Lenihan’s forensic analysis of New Zealand’s Scottish settlers between 1840 and 1920 has revealed a particular wave of chain and cluster migration from Shetland in the 1870s, when many emigrants either took advantage of an existing family or community presence at their destination, or congregated with others from Shetland in a specific part of the new land. The 1870s was a decade in which Shetlanders constituted between 6 and 10 per cent of New Zealand’s Scottish immigrants and is a story to which we will return. Jill Harland’s similar study of Orcadian movement to New Zealand suggests that cluster migration was also a feature of the exodus from those islands, albeit on a much smaller scale and mainly in the 1850s, with mainland population decline initially being less than that from the surrounding islands.29


Census returns demonstrate a consistent fall in the population of the Northern Isles in the century after 1860. During that period Orkney’s population dropped from 32,225 to 18,650, a fall of 42 per cent. Net emigration has been computed at 26,030 in the same 100-year period, with particularly heavy losses between 1861 and 1901 and again (as in other parts of Scotland) in the decade after 1921.30 Meanwhile, Shetland’s population dropped by almost 44 per cent in the century after 1861, from 31,678 to 17,812. According to J. Laughton Johnston, at least 8,000 Shetlanders – over 25 per cent of the population – left the islands between 1860 and 1880, most for mainland Britain, North America and the Antipodes.31 The outflow continued. ‘Shetland’s Population Lowest Ever Recorded’ declared a headline in the Shetland News on 4 January 1955, noting the persistent decline since 1861 and the high percentage of elderly people, giving the islands an average age that was the highest in Scotland.


A notable demographic feature of the Northern Isles was the preponderance of women. Robert Barclay speculated that the persistent disparity in 19th-century Orkney might be attributed to the absence of men at sea ‘and to the reduction of the male numbers by emigration’.32 The imbalance was even more evident in Shetland, where it was greater than in any other part of Scotland until the mid-20th century. It was most pronounced in 1861, when the census (taken in April before the gap was increased further by the commencement of the fishing season) recorded 143 females to every 100 males, but it was evident in every decade. Like Barclay in Orkney, Lynn Abrams attributed the imbalance to the prolonged male absences (and high death rates) associated with fishing and other maritime occupations, and the particular exodus of young males. Between 1831 and 1861 approximately 1,500 men emigrated each decade, compared with approximately 400 women.33 It was not that women were discouraged from emigrating. On the contrary, as we shall see, a specific scheme was implemented in the 1850s to promote single female emigration to Australia, but to little avail. There was a slight increase in female migration in the 1870s, when over 1,700 left the islands for the south and overseas, compared with 2,100 men, but the disparity widened again in the following decade.34 The ratio was closer in Orkney, which also experienced heavy male migration, but where in 1861 there were 125 women to every 100 men, and in 1871 117 women to every 100 men.35


Patchy official statistics can be supplemented by even patchier anecdotal evidence. For example, in Shetland, among the entries for Burra in the fishing account books of Hay and Company, we find marginal annotations against the names of at least three men who ‘went to America’: James Umphray of Papal and Walter Yonson of Duncansclate in 1844 and 1845; and Arthur Inkster of Sandwick, who emigrated in 1846 and died soon afterwards.36 And in Orkney, of approximately 130 members of Burray Baptist Church recorded in the Church’s Roll Book between 1890 and 1934, five crossed the Atlantic, three of them to Canada.37 Newspapers occasionally tried to quantify departures, although their assertions lacked any specificity or contextualisation. In April 1851 the John O’Groat Journal claimed that ‘never in any one year did the tide of emigration from Orkney run so rapid as it has done within this last month’. Hundreds had allegedly left since the recent census, and more were preparing to go, not least from Stromness, where over 20 passengers had just embarked with more to follow, destined mainly for America.38 Two decades later significant numbers of Shetlanders were reportedly heading across the Atlantic. According to the Dundee Courier in May 1872, as many as 50 families from all parts of Shetland were gathering at Lerwick for shipment to Granton on the first stage of their journey to Canada.39 That decade also saw significant departures for New Zealand. In 1874, according to the Edinburgh Evening News, numerous Orcadian families had been attracted by the New Zealand government’s offer of free passages ‘and in some islands’, it reported, ‘most of the inhabitants are going out’.40 Meanwhile in Shetland the coalescence of poor harvests, failed fishing and land clearance with the offer of government-assisted passages brought a remarkable influx of Shetlanders to New Zealand: a region that supplied less than 1 per cent of the Scottish population accounted for over 8 per cent of Scots who arrived in the 1870s and 1880s.41 And in 1900 a lengthy letter to the editor of the Shetland Times described the warm welcome that the author had encountered from fellow Shetlanders across New Zealand, Australia and India, all of whom ‘had a warm corner in his or her heart for the bleak islands in the cold North Seas’.42


Newspapers also commented on periods when the outflow slackened. The end-of-year roundup report in the Shetland Times in 1882 commented that ‘emigration from Shetland has almost ceased’ and claimed this was ‘a certain sign of general well-being’.43 Any such well-being diminished considerably during the interwar depression, but the same newspaper argued in 1933 that people were staying put because, despite the hardships, the islands offered a modicum of stability in an uncertain world.


In times of prosperity, youth, impatient of the prospect of a lifelong grind with no prospect of ease and rest in old age, were wont to travel to the centres of big wages or to emigrate to the Colonies and Dominions to seek their fortunes but the years of depression have shown that if Shetland does not offer wealth it offers security, a certain independence, and that, in times of uncertainty and anxiety, is something to be exceedingly grateful for, Shetland is a homeland in which young Shetlanders are realising more and more it is only common sense to remain.44
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James Teit


(Image courtesy of Shetland Museum Photographic Archive, photo number D9/182/6/1)


Throughout the 1900s, as in earlier periods, we are dependent mainly on anecdotal evidence, which confirms that both Orkney and Shetland continued to weave their islands’ story into the overall tapestry of emigration from Scotland, contributing an unknown but steady number to the two million individuals who left their homeland in the 20th century. In June 1902 Tom Garriock, aged 28, left his home in Scalloway to pursue a career as a trapper and tallyman in western Canada. Many of the 43 letters that he wrote home to his sister (and occasionally his mother) over the next three years mentioned encounters with fellow Shetlanders who eased his travels, provided hospitality and offered advice. On disembarking in New York he sought out fellow islander Jamie Hunter, who ‘is enquiring kindly after everybody & speaks of taking a run home next winter. You must write his mother & tell her I have seen him.’45 Garriock was travelling with the Shetland-born ethnologist James Teit, who had emigrated to British Columbia 19 years earlier and was making his way back west. In Winnipeg, where they stopped to see Teit’s brother, they encountered a number of Shetlanders after going to a house ‘where a Lerwick fellow… lodged’. He was away at the time but the householders, Shetlanders by the name of Jamieson, ‘were very glad to see us… I also saw Mrs Moncrieff. She was very glad to see me for mother’s & father’s sakes. She was enquiring kindly after all the Scalloway people she used to be intimate with’.46


On arriving at his destination in Nanaimo, Vancouver Island, he was warmly welcomed by several other Shetlanders, making contacts that he maintained throughout his subsequent travels. Although the correspondence was one-sided, it is clear that Garriock was also apprised of events in and around Scalloway in the fortnightly letters sent by his sister, since he often referred to home news in his replies.


Similarly, after builder and carpenter Jeremiah Williamson Smith and his wife Jessie emigrated from Lerwick to Natal in the 1890s, they were kept up to date with gossip from home in regular letters from relatives and friends. On several occasions that gossip included references to acquaintances who had emigrated to different parts of the Empire, with the unspoken sub-text that it was a compulsive and contagious practice. An unpunctuated, stream-of-consciousness letter to Jessie from her sister-in-law in 1910 conveyed an image of incessant activity.


Jamie Johnson is in New Zealand he went six weeks since all our friends are laving [sic] I hear some more are going from Whiteness also Arnie & John they are leaving in February. I wonder if ever we’ll go. We’ll have to wait until the bairns are bigger’.47
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Jeremiah Williamson Smith and family


(Image courtesy of Shetland Museum Photographic Archive, photo number 03250)


Jessie’s brother wrote to his sister in 1911 that ‘there are lots of home folk going to Canada & your old friend Anne Williamson (Mrs Leask) & husband are sailing for Australia next month.’48 A triangle of correspondence that embraced Ontario, British Columbia, Napier (New Zealand), London, Natal and Shetland kept members of the extended and scattered family in touch with each other, and some letters spoke of encountering – in Shetland – friends and family who had settled overseas but who were visiting their homeland.


Of almost 500,000 emigrants from Scotland during the interwar years, 91 per cent left during the 1920s, approximately 20 per cent of those in 1923. They included an unquantifiable number of individuals from the Northern Isles. The Scottish Emigration Database is a tiny drop in the statistical ocean but it provides a brief snapshot of departures from Glasgow and Greenock in the first four months of 1923, supplemented by statistics from a handful of other Scottish ports in later years. The 21,083 entries include 16 Shetlanders, most of whom left in March 1923 and comprised a mixture of family groups and individuals.49 Of the 28 Orcadians in the database, only one – 20-year-old James Sinclair from St Margaret’s Hope – was following the long-standing tradition of going out to work for the Hudson’s Bay Company, as an apprentice clerk. Most of the 19 men were farmers and the three single women were domestic servants. The emigrants’ ages ranged from six months to 54 years and while most came from mainland Orkney, two individual farmers came from Westray and Hoy respectively and one family also came from Hoy.


Personal Accounts: Letters, Diaries and Oral Testimony


The letters, diaries and conversations of emigrants allow us to put experiential flesh on the skeleton of official procedures and practices. As well as providing biographical insights, their personal reflections and descriptive accounts facilitate a dialogue between broad conceptual histories and intimate micro-studies. While their decisions were rooted primarily in a range of personal factors, structural socio-economic forces of expulsion and attraction provided them with opportunities for relocation within those individualised frameworks, an interaction that is particularly well demonstrated in personal testimony. The bottom-up observations of actual participants therefore amplify and modify the top-down perspective of statisticians, policy-makers, civil servants and external observers. Furthermore, they clothe the skeleton with connective tissue by demonstrating how the medium of personal testimony per se can effectively bridge old and new worlds. Such testimony points both backwards and forwards, as well as showing how individuals in different generations and locations articulated their responses to external inducements and deterrents. It is more than a means of exploring the particular circumstances and psyche of migrants through their own perceptions of motives, decisions and settlement experiences. It also opens up a route by which to investigate broader trends about the spirit of the age and the context that triggered migration as a generic movement.


Letters have for long been a favourite tool of historians of migration, as well as genealogists.50 But they have many pitfalls and must be used with caution. Perhaps the most obvious limitation is that they are unrepresentative, since not all migrants could write, while some chose not to put pen to paper. The illiterate above all were disenfranchised from corresponding. Others were disempowered by cost, for it was expensive to send letters. There is probably a bias towards recording success, as failed migrants were likely either to remain silent or to return. The stream of correspondence could also dry up not only because of family reunification but as a consequence of competing commitments, boredom, disengagement, family conflict or alienation, financial problems, illness, disability and death. Moreover, we have to grapple with the problem of asymmetry, since letters clearly involved an exchange, the narration of events and experiences by instalments, but it is very uncommon for both sides of the episodic narrative to have been preserved, or even for a full set of one-directional correspondence to survive. Detective work and serendipity also come into play in tracking down batches of correspondence and individual letters which may be scattered across numerous repositories or private collections all over the diaspora, as well as back in Scotland.


What were the factors that determined the preservation or destruction of private correspondence? Practicalities such as the availability or lack of storage space played a part in archiving letters, as did the accidental retention or loss of correspondence during relocations or house clearances. But there were also deliberate decisions to keep or to destroy, based on personal attachment or indifference to family stories, or a desire to publicise or conceal migrants’ motives and experiences. While we obviously cannot analyse material that does not exist, we should at least be aware that silences can be as significant as statements since letters, like all other archival sources, are not objective. They can mask as much as they reveal and historians’ interpretations are shaped in part by multi-layered interventions and filters that dictate their survival or loss.51


A remarkable collection of letters in Shetland Archives has recently come to notice thanks to the publication of Shetlanders by Penny Post: The Mathewson Family Letters, 1850–1880. The 1,800 or so letters assembled and edited by Kenneth Carpenter are only a fraction of the total collection, but they offer a detailed insight into daily life on the island of Yell, family and community joys and sorrows, and the experiences of those who left Shetland. They include 159 letters sent from Australia and New Zealand by gold miner and farmer Laurence, second child of the main correspondent, Andrew Dishington Mathewson (‘ADM’), as well as other references to Shetlanders overseas. Laurence wrote home almost every month and in return expected a letter ‘by every mail’, threatening to reduce his own flow of correspondence if his family members did not keep their side of the bargain.52


Letter-writers had a number of objectives and expectations. Until the invention of the telephone, letters were almost the only way to maintain a relationship or transact business across countries and continents. Sometimes such correspondence was simply a conduit for the straightforward transfer of information about experiences and lifestyles. But it might also be a mechanism for issuing warnings or recommendations or seeking help. Not infrequently the encouragement took tangible form, when prepaid tickets or remittances were enclosed with letters so that family reunions could be implemented or funds were sent to support families at home. The converse could also be true, Laurence Mathewson observing that an unsuccessful fellow miner at the Australian gold fields ‘does not like to write when he can not send something home’.53


Private correspondence often contained a cumulative weight of support, beginning with the reassuring presence and advice of a contact who was already settled overseas; leading on to practical assistance in arranging the relocation of family members or friends; offering a welcoming hand on arrival; or conveying information about a land purchase made or a job secured in advance for the new settler. It was also a solace to lonely emigrants who missed their homeland. James Sutherland was a Hudson’s Bay Company employee who valued his literacy and articulated the generic benefits of letter-writing. He wrote to his brother in 1817,


Of all the blessings bestowed upon man no one distinguishes more from the brute Creation than that of having the Power to impress on a blank sheet of Paper our Hopes & fears our Ideas and Sentiments, in fact enables us to hold conversation with our friends Millions of miles from us.


At a time when postal costs were paid by recipients rather than senders of mail, Sutherland also mentioned not having written to acquaintances because he wished to avoid putting them to expense.54


Sutherland also used his letters to convey advice and remit payment for newspapers and hosiery that he had asked his brother to post to him. The provision of similar services is demonstrated repeatedly in the extensive letters of the family of Jeremiah Williamson Smith. In 1913 they opened the way for a nephew, John Andrew, to join them in Natal after his doctor had recommended emigration to South Africa as the cure for a weak chest.55 A year later another nephew, George Smith from Whiteness, turned down an invitation to join his uncle and aunt, preferring to to have a go at the herring fishing. His parents, who had been trying unsuccessfully to get him into a trade, seem to have been frustrated at his decision. ‘We can but thank you for the great offer you have given him’, they wrote to Jeremiah. ‘I know he would have been all at home beside you he may be glad to come out yet if he does not like the fishing we will see how he gets on.’56 And in 1939 Jeremiah’s sister-in-law, Ruby Hunter, thanked them for their kindness to ‘Jack’, possibly her son, who had evidently gone to Natal.


You have all done so much for Jack. We can never never be thankful enough for the way things has turned out. I did worry so much about him and Africa seemed so far away but we knew he was going to a good home.57


Some years earlier, when Jessie Smith’s brother-in-law, William Thomson, had been thinking of relocating from Canada to Natal, he and an acquaintance, Herbert Young, questioned Jeremiah in detail about employment, wages, living conditions and political and social life in the colony in 1910. They did not take things further but during the war Thomson rekindled his interest in returning to South Africa. After referring to ‘a whole lot of Shetland fellows’ from Hamilton who had enlisted, he continued:


How is trade conditions in Natal? I am not off [sic] the mind of going back though I have never been in better shape to go back as now. You might let me know how things are all over the Colony. I have never really liked Canada from first I saw it. We will be selling our house soon so it is either a case of buying another home in a nicer part of the city or going out to Natal.58


At a deeper level, migrants and their correspondents at home sought through their letters to restore continuity in lives that had been dislocated by physical, social, cultural and emotional upheaval. It is therefore not surprising that nostalgia was a recurring sentiment of such correspondence, sometimes veering into an explicit expression of homesickness by the migrants and often accompanied by a plea for those in the homeland to keep in touch. At the receiving end, whether or not there was an anticipation of chain migration, it was certainly expected that emigrants would write home. ‘I just look forward for the Africa mail no doubt you’ll do the same for the home mail’, wrote Christina Ollason to her brother, Jeremiah Williamson Smith, in a letter which also spoke about the prevalence of sickness and death in Shetland.59 A year earlier, in the midst of a long winter of ‘nothing but gales and snow’, she had expressed to her sister-in-law a longing for ‘a smell of the roses’ that presumably graced the Smiths’ house in Natal.60


It is not surprising that disappointment, consternation and alarm were common sentiments if letters failed to appear, and we have already noticed Laurence Mathewson’s threat to curtail his letter-writing if recipients did not reciprocate. James Adam, the Aberdeen-born recruitment agent for Otago, undertook two canvassing campaigns in Scotland in 1857 and 1873. He subsequently published a guidebook in which he recommended that every emigrant should write home once a month, writing of his meeting with ‘an aged mother [who] requested a prayer on behalf of a careless son in New Zealand who had never written to his sorrowing mother.’61 Orcadian Robert Miller, whose experiences in Australia and Paraguay feature in Chapters 4 and 5, wrote regularly to his uncle and aunt during the 1890s, always requesting or commenting on updates on family and friends, and occasionally enclosing photographs or small remittances. Most letters began with the acknowledgement or eager anticipation of communications and any lapse was met with regret, concern and sometimes a melancholic reproach. ‘It is nearly 4 months since I got a letter from you & I am wearing very much to get one’, he wrote from Fremantle shortly after arriving from Britain.62 Two years later he complained about a longer delay. ‘Just a few lines to let you know I am alive’, he wrote from Port Adelaide in 1892. ‘I haven’t haer [sic] any word from you now for at least eight months so I am thinking I am forgot’.63


An Orcadian whose correspondence went in the opposite direction was William Cormack, who in 1879 wrote from Kirkwall to his aunt Barbara and cousins. As we shall see in Chapter 4, Barbara and her late husband, also named William Cormack, had emigrated from Eday to Melbourne in 1852 as newlyweds, along with William’s brother Hugh and his bride, Barbara Reid.64 Although William had kept a detailed shipboard diary, there is no surviving communication to Scotland after the couple arrived in Melbourne, where William went to work for a Scottish farmer before becoming an ironmonger, while Hugh followed his trade of carpenter. Both brothers died of tuberculosis, William in 1865 and Hugh two years later. Back in Kirkwall in 1879, nephew William Cormack was prompted to write after encountering a friend who had recently visited the family in Melbourne. ‘I am almost ashamed to write you a letter now after having so long neglected it’, he began, ‘but somehow I always felt as if you should write first, still suppose I have not seen or written you I have always kept in mind that I have such relations living in far off Australia.’65


Apologising for not acknowledging the receipt of an atlas that his aunt had sent him two years earlier, he promised to write more frequently in the future and hoped that ‘if I have been too familiar in the words I have used being my first letter you will overlook it’. His letter described family and community affairs, commented on the poor fishing and farming season and hinted that he might soon take up his brother’s invitation to join him in America. He was reluctant to take up a similar invitation from his relatives in Australia since ‘it is such a long distance & if the climate did not agree with me it would not be so easy to get back’.


A collection of 20th-century correspondence that has recently come to light demonstrates how letters can be used to triangulate information about ethnic networks. James Andrew Peterson was a Shetlander who in 1903 followed in the footsteps of his brother, Gilbert, who had gone to Vancouver the previous year. A native of Northmavine, James had worked as a carpenter or builder on the Scottish mainland before emigrating, and his ten surviving letters span the years 1919 to 1941. One letter to his mother and brother mentioned in passing that the Shetland ethnologist James Teit had been in Vancouver but ‘was so busy with his Indian affairs that he did not have time to visit Pete and me. We will likely see him later on’.66 Peterson’s letters often enclosed money orders for family members in Lerwick, and he generally commented on – or enquired about – individuals and events in Shetland, as well as lamenting the impact of the international Depression, particularly on employment. James Peterson’s commitment to care financially for relatives in Shetland was also evident in a single letter written two generations earlier by another family member who had emigrated. In 1880 David Nisbet wrote from Mango Island, Fiji, to his sister Marion in Dalsetter, Yell, enclosing a £5 post office order. He assured her that he was in good health and working ‘for one of the best employers or Masters that ever I wrought for’, a man who treated him like a brother. As well as asking Marion to acknowledge receipt of the remittance, he instructed her how it was to be used.
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