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Editorial

In recent literature both the Irish and the Scots have been described as
‘migrant peoples’, and both nations have a constantly refreshed relationship
with an identiﬁed global diaspora. These diaspora in turn exercise real political
and cultural power across the Anglophone world. Yet this characteristic of
these two Celtic peoples was a direct consequence of the politics of place
in the homeland. Both Ireland and Scotland had, and continue to have, a
contested relationship to the divisions and subdivisions, the management and
improvement of the agricultural land which they inhabit. The Great Famine
and the Clearances attest to that.
This issue of the Journal of Irish and Scottish Studies brings together a set of
occasional papers which reﬂect on the complex weave of migration and the
politics of land since the nineteenth century. These essays include reﬂections
of the Irish land war and the break-up of the Scottish estate; on the loss of
an emigrant ship off Islay in 1847 and the experience of Scottish ministers
in the spiritual oversight of those who landed in New Zealand. The issue
also contains an intervention into the ongoing discussion about the distinctive
nature of Irish and Scottish attitudes to imperial encounter. Throughout
attention is given to the speciﬁcity of people, place, and the movement
between locations. The volume concludes with a close study of the Irish
landlord Arthur High Smith Barry, and opens by asking appropriately, ‘what
were the Irish landed gentry for?’ That question, and its counterpart asking
to explain the utility and identity of the Scottish landed gentry, is pertinent
throughout the volume, and the answers given here illuminate the vagaries
of the politics of movement and settlement in these twinned Celtic societies.
Michael Brown
University of Aberdeen

The Missing Emigrants: The Wreck of the Exmouth and
John Francis Campbell of Islay
Sara Stevenson

The Wreck
In the formal report to parliament, made by the insuring and registering
agency Lloyd’s of London, of Collisions, Accidents, and Wrecks of Vessels between
the years 1847 and 1850, the listing notes, for 14 May 1847, the wreck of the
Exmouth on the Island of Islay and the loss of 165 lives. The Exmouth was one
of an international list of 173 vessels reported sunk, stranded, lost, attacked
by pirates and wrecked in that one month.1 The appalling loss of human life
tidily (and inaccurately) accounted for here is one part of a multiple and longsuffered disaster. In many cases, sailing ships simply disappeared; when the
wreck was total and there were no survivors, no one knew what had happened
or even necessarily where the ship had come to grief. Lloyd’s noted the wrecks
so that the value of the ships and their cargoes could be paid to the owners;
the deaths and injury were broadly regarded as ‘Acts of God’, and no man was
necessarily answerable. Passengers paid in advance.
Figure 1: Unknown
engraver, ‘Wreck
of the Exmouth
on the coast of
Islay’, illustration to
‘Dreadful Wreck of
an Emigrant Ship on
the Coast of Islay’,
Tales of Heroism and
Record of Strange and
Wonderful Adventures,
1847
1

Return from Lloyd’s Books of Collisions, Accidents, and Wrecks of Vessels, House of
Commons Papers (London, 1851), 18.
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In the case of the Exmouth, we have surviving witnesses; three of the
seamen who escaped the wreck. John Stevens, William Coulthard, and George
Lightford were all from South Shields in northern England. Their testimony
was extensively recorded in the press and periodicals, generally in much the
same words, which implies that the journalists were repeating one interview; it
is a long and painful story, which repays attention.
The Exmouth was a 320-ton, wooden sailing ship, originally built as a
whaler in Newcastle in 1818. The captain, or master, was Isaac Booth from
Sunderland. They sailed from Londonderry in Ireland, between three and four
in the morning of Sunday 25 April 1847,
with a light south west breeze. She had a crew of eleven men (inclusive
of the captain), and about 240 emigrants, consisting principally of small
farmers and tradesmen, with their families. Many were females and
children going out to join their fathers and protectors, who had already
settled in Canada. There were also three cabin passengers, young,
unmarried ladies of the middle classes, two of them being sisters, on
their way to join their relatives at St John, New Brunswick. The vessel
was registered for 165 ½ passengers; but as two children count as one
adult, and as a very large proportion were under age – there being only
about sixty men amongst the passengers – the survivors of the wreck
think that the total number of those ill-fated emigrants must have
amounted to 240. The ship lost sight of land about 4 o’clock on Sunday
afternoon. The breeze, which had been light in the morning, increased
to a gale during the day, and about 11pm it came in terriﬁc squalls,
accompanied by heavy torrents of rain. They then furled the fore and
main sails. The wind, which had been to the westward at ﬁrst, veered
northerly, and the storm increased in violence, which blew the two topsails from the bolt-ropes. The crew then commenced to bend other
topsails, which they furled; but about three in the morning they were
blown from the gaskets. The ship was now driving to the southward
and eastward. The reason of the master not standing to the westward,
where he would have ample sea room, was for the purpose of attaining
some harbour of refuge, where he might repair damages and replace
the sails.
On Monday forenoon, the long-boat was unshipped by the force
of the seas, which broke over the vessel, and in the course of the
same forenoon the bulwarks were stove in, and the life-boat washed
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away. The gale continued with the same violence during the whole of
Monday night and Tuesday.
About eleven o’clock on Tuesday night (the 27th ult.), land, and a
light, were seen on the starboard quarter, which Captain Booth, at ﬁrst,
took to be the light on the Island of Tory, off the north-west coast of
Ireland, and, in the belief that he had ample sea room in the course he
was steering, he bore along. As he drifted nearer land, however, and
observed that the light was a ﬂashing, instead of a stationary one, he
became conscious of his error and dangerous position, and made every
effort to repair it, by bringing the ship farther to the northward and
westward; and with a view of ‘clawing’ her off the land, the maintop sail
and the foretopmast stay sail were set, and the jib half hoisted [n.b. she
crashed with all these sails set]. This effort however was an ineffectual
one; the ship soon got amongst the broken water, and, at half-past
twelve on Wednesday morning, was dashed amongst the rocks. If the
above be a correct version of the impression on the captain’s mind as
to his position – and it is distinctly spoken to by two of the survivors
– the result shows that he must have been fully a hundred miles out of
his reckoning; but perhaps it could not well be otherwise. The sun was
obscured all that time by black clouds; the moon was only seen through
a heavy haze at intervals, and from these causes it was impossible that
any observations could be taken. The light seen was in reality that of
Oransey [Isle of Orsey] on the point of the Rhinns or Runs of Islay, to
the north-west of the entrance of Lochindaal; and the land seen, and
on which the brig eventually struck, was the western part of the ironbound coast of the island. She went ashore, and after striking once was
dashed broadside on alongside the rocks, which rose to the height of
the masthead. She struck violently against the rocks three times, and at
the fourth stroke the mainmast went by the board, and fell into a chasm
of the rock. Captain Booth had previously taken his station in the
maintop that he might personally keep a look out; and, as soon as the
brig struck, John Cleat, the mate, and all the seamen, eight in number,
joined the captain in the maintop, leaving the captain’s son, a youth
of about ﬁfteen years of age, asleep in his cot below. After remaining
in the maintop about three minutes, ﬁve of the crew went down for
the purpose of ascending the foretop, thinking that they would have
a better chance of gaining the shore from that part of the ship. At
the same time, one of the crew, named John Scott, went out upon the
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mainyard with a life-buoy on his person; thus leaving in the maintop
the captain and three seamen, whose names are John Stevens, William
Coulthard, and George Lightford, all belonging to South Shields. When
the maintop, along with the wreck of the mast was thrown into a rift
of the rock, Coulthard, then Lightford, and ﬁnally Stevens, scrambled
up the rigging and obtained a footing on the crags. The captain was
about to follow the men when a wave dashed over their heads as they
clung to the rock, but they were enabled to maintain their position; and
when they looked round after the sea had retired, they found that the
captain and all were gone. The mainmast had been broken into splinters
by the fourth collision with the rocks, and this recoiling wave had not
only dragged the ship, but the fragments of the mast, which adhered to
her by the rigging, further into the sea, and thus cut off from the dense
mass of human beings on board every chance of escape. Had the wreck
remained in the chasm where it was originally thrown, and from which
the three survivors escaped, it might have been used as a bridge by the
others; but unhappily this last possibility of relief was taken away. The
same wave which effected this fearful havoc must also have prevented
the ﬁve seamen from reaching the foretop, from which they might have
had a chance of escaping. A quarter of an hour elapsed from the time
of the brig ﬁrst striking until the three survivors got up on the rock.
There was no cry from the multitude cooped up within the hull of
the ill-fated brig; or at least it was unheard, for the commotion of the
elements was so furious that the men on the top could scarcely hear
each other at the top of their voices. The emigrants, therefore, must
have perished in their berths, as the rocks rapidly thumped the bottom
out of the vessel.
The three men who had escaped to the rock, so soon as the ship
had entirely disappeared, searched anxiously for some outlet by which
they might reach the mainland; but none such could be found, and
they ﬁnally took shelter in a crevice, which, however did not shield
them from the rain, which fell heavily all night, and here remained till
grey daylight. They then discovered an opening through which they
scrambled to the summit, and after day had fairly broken, they observed
a farmhouse about a mile distant. Thither they proceeded, and were
most hospitably nourished and put to bed. They were thoroughly worn
out by exhaustion, not one of the crew having been in bed from the
moment the ship left Derry. They were at the same time nearly naked,
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from having divested themselves of their heavy clothing when the
Exmouth struck, and lost part of that which remained when scrambling
on the rigging and amongst the rocks. The hospitable farmer and others
apprised by him went to the scene of the catastrophe, but of course
too late to help, and only to gaze on the desolation. Mr Chiene, Islay’s
factor, soon heard of the event, and kindly furnished the men with a
passage to Glasgow by the Modern Athens steamer, where they arrived
on Saturday last. Here they were consigned to the care of Mr Fildes of
the Naval Rendezvous, and assistant to Lieutenant Forrest, agent for
the Shipwrecked Mariners’ Society, and by him they have been clothed
and comfortably boarded in the meantime.
At the latest date of our advices from Islay, about twenty of the
bodies had come ashore. They were principally females, with one little
boy amongst them; and as many of them were in their nightclothes, the
probability is that they were those who had rushed on deck at the ﬁrst
alarm caused by the striking of the ship.2
The version of the story, printed as ‘Dreadful Wreck of an Emigrant Ship on
the Coast of Islay’ in the sensationalist journal, Tales of Heroism and Record of
Strange and Wonderful Adventures, being a Collection and Register of Deeds of Bravery
and Heroism, and Devotion (1847), adds further detail exonerating the men,
presumably from their own evidence, and declaring the soundness of the ship:
The Exmouth had nothing on board but ballast, and the provisions
and little stocks of goods of the emigrants. She is the property of Mr
John Eden, of South Shields, and though old is stated by the survivors
to have been well found in every respect. All the crew and passengers
were perfectly sober during this fearful time, and the three men state
that they never saw spirits on board at all. The captain was in the prime
of life, and has left a widow and family … Whether or not this fearful
shipwreck may have been partly caused by negligence, we cannot say.
We have no reason to state that it is so, but still the public voice will
demand a searching inquiry.3
2

3

Anon, ‘Loss of an Emigrant Ship, and Two Hundred and Forty Passengers’, Illustrated
London News, 10 (8 May 1847), 295.
Anon, ‘Dreadful Wreck of an Emigrant Ship on the Coast of Islay’, Tales of Heroism
and Record of Strange and Wonderful Adventures, being a Collection and Register of Deeds of
Bravery and Heroism, and Devotion … (London, 1847), 787.
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The account of the wreck was given principally by two of the crewmen. How
far their testimony was, or indeed could be, accurate (given that they were
exhausted and distressed) is open to question. But, however doubtful we might
be, we have no convincing – or indeed honourable – way of interrogating their
evidence.
Despite the scale of the tragedy, there appears to have been no searching
ofﬁcial inquiry. Yet the widely published response was far from a calm
acceptance of the laws of Providence. The Nautical Magazine and Naval Chronicle
printed an account in June 1847, broadly similar to that above, on the grounds
that, ‘Although the painful facts relative to the loss of the Exmouth have been
some time before the public, we think it a duty to preserve their record here,
and to make such comments thereon as may serve the interests of humanity.’4
They added the critical remarks:
No blame seems to be ascribed to the master, except an apparent
deﬁciency in judgement, and this charge, considering his life paid the forfeit,
must be made with charity … but had emigrant vessels, in which so
many lives are periled, a crew more adequate in number, as well as in
skill to the performance of their duties, fewer sails would be blown
away, and without question, fewer lives sacriﬁced … for the sake of
saving a few pounds in wages and provisions, to secure a competent
number of efﬁcient hands to the performance of their duties on board
an emigrant ship crowded with passengers, and therefore paying her
owners handsomely, the sails are lost; for want of the sails, the vessel is
lost; and with the vessel hundreds of valuable lives, and a large amount
of property. Expecting relatives are plunged into bitter distress, and
also, in many cases, into extreme poverty by the loss of those on whom
they depended for support …
As great results often arise from small beginnings, so, in appalling
contrast, we have overwhelming magnitudes of misery from a spirit of
petty economy. The important question – How to reach the evil? – has
yet to be solved. Victims, by thousands, perish annually; victims to the
inadequate ﬁnding of the vessels that undertake their conveyance. Master,
seamen, passengers, are all, perhaps, equally objects of compassion.
The master, indeed, it may be, more than all, - For who can imagine the
agony of a mind whose indiscretion or incapacity has plunged hundreds
4

Anon, ‘Loss of the Exmouth’ The Nautical Magazine and Naval Chronicle, 16 (June
1847), 324.
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of his fellow beings into such gulphs of horror? and again, – What
ought to be the feelings of those who either entrust incapable masters
with the charge of their ships, or by an ill-advised and unprincipled
penuriousness in relation to the number of crew, render the abilities of
the master almost nugatory?5
The sympathy and passion expressed in the Nautical Magazine – a journal
based on experience – is more dramatic in its effect than the article in the
sensationalist, Tales of Heroism. The practical truth was dramatic enough to
evoke horror.
And in times that saw the impact of the potato famine and starvation in
Ireland and the Highlands of Scotland, the desperation and poverty of the
people would have added further to the use of badly-found ships, inept sailors
and the overcrowding evident in the Exmouth. One evil would help to drive
another.

Figure 2:
John Francis Campbell,
‘Geodh ‘ille Mhioire, from
the outside,’ watercolour
and white heightening on
buff paper, National
Galleries of Scotland, D
4126.4 B

5

Ibid., 326.
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The Broad Issues
Many of the technical problems encountered in long-haul shipping, which had
arisen, had been identiﬁed, and almost as many solutions proposed by ingenious inventors as there were problems. The multiplicity of invention often fell
afoul of the impulse to tinker, and solutions were as often ‘kludges’, in the
modern expression, as they were efﬁcient. The development of the great sailing ships – particularly during the Napoleonic Wars – is arguably a spectacular
example of this kind; they were and continued to be critically dependant on the
direction of the wind coming from behind the ship. Captain Booth, with his
square sails set in a gale, could not turn aside from the cliffs of the island, which
would wreck him.6 Even where the navy had made improvements, the builders
of the merchant ships did not necessarily follow their lead. By the 1830s and
1840s, too many of these ships had comparatively thin hulls – naval ships had
hulls with perhaps ﬁfteen inches of timber, merchant vessels were more likely
to have about three inches or less. The appalling vulnerability of such vessels
can be illustrated by another migrant ship, The Lady Sherbrooke, ‘where two hundred and forty-one human lives have been lost ...’ which sank on entering the gulf of
St Lawrence ‘in no very tempestuous weather’ in July 1831.7 These ships were,
moreover, often designed, should the ship run aground, to ﬂood the whole hull
from a single breach and sink it. Such ships were cheaper and easier to make.
One of the consequences of the extensive elaboration of difﬁculties raised
by the Industrial Revolution in the sea trade was that the commissions which
were set up by the government to address speciﬁc issues found themselves
reporting more widely than their remit might suggest. One of these, The
Tidal Harbours Commission, reported between 1845 and 1847.8 In January
1848, The Nautical Magazine was able to quote from the second appendix to the
second report on evidence taken at all the Scottish ports.9 This contained the
Commission’s comments on the frequency of shipwrecks around the shores
of the United Kingdom:
The Appendix to this Report contains long lists of wrecks off Dunbar,
6

7

8
9

With the eccentric quadrilateral sails used in a dhow, he would have stood a chance
of sailing across the wind. I am indebted to William Stevenson for discussing sailing
ships with me.
James Ballingall, The Mercantile Navy Improved; or A Plan for the Greater Safety of Lives and
Property in Steam Vessels, Packets, Smacks and Yachts (London, 1832), 97.
Tidal Harbours Commission: Report of the Commissioners (London, 1845–7).
‘Tidal Harbours Commission’, The Nautical Magazine and Naval Chronicle, 17 (January
1848), 20.
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Peterhead and elsewhere, along the east coast of Scotland, and a
reference to Lloyd’s list will show a loss of about 600 British ships
every year, and including foreigners trading to this country, vessels not
registered at Lloyd’s, and wrecks unrecorded, we shall not err greatly in
assuming the loss at two vessels a-day throughout the year, with life and
property to a great extent. Many causes, probably, combine to produce
these casualties, as stress of weather and want of good harbours,
rapid tides, shoals, want of lights, buoys and beacons … bad charts,
unseaworthiness of vessels, being ill-found with anchors and cables,
incompetency and neglect of masters, and drunkenness. The recent
regulation by which masters may be examined will do some good, but
as the examination is not compulsory, much cannot be expected from
it. As the case stands at present, it is difﬁcult to say to which of these
several causes wrecks are to be chieﬂy attributed, and we are thus, in
some measure, liable to legislate in the dark. I would submit, then, that
a public Court of Inquiry be held on the spot in every case of wreck
along the coasts of the United Kingdom, whether attended with loss
of life or not.10
The Exmouth was one of more than 600 ships lost annually off the coast of
Great Britain; and this report is an appendix.
In the same month that Lloyd’s reported the loss of the Exmouth, an angry
complaint was signed in Australia, where the ‘Port Phillip Immigration and
Anti-Shipwreck Society’ had held a public meeting. The Society was severely
concerned about the loss of life and property in the wreck of ships heading
their way, and both the damage and the discouragement to migrants ‘for
the want of whom employers of labour are suffering to an extent that in its
continuance must seriously retard the progress of this ﬂourishing portion of
the Empire’. The committee considered that the fault lay partly with a sinister
combination of interest between the owners and insurers of the ships:
The Shipbuilder constructs weak ships in order to increase his trade,
and that the public may insure, and put money into the pocket of the
Underwriter. The Merchant is quieted by being taken in as a partner with
the Underwriter, the Shipowner being insured, suffers no loss of his
vessel, and hence is concocted (wheel within wheel), the infernal plot,
10

Ibid.
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which carried into effect, yearly destroys as before quoted, nearly twoand-a-half millions of property, and consigns nearly ﬁfteen hundred
human souls unwarned to their last account …
The fact of unseaworthiness is allowed by the Shipowner and
Underwriter to arise from the incompetency of the master, and
insufﬁciency of the crew, as well as from want of repairs to the vessel,
&c.; and yet unseaworthiness is never made a bar to the recovery
of insurance … The Underwriters encourage to the last degree, the
employment of deﬁcient masters and crew, and of defective vessels,
and offer a premium on total wrecks and wholesale murder, by their
custom of paying the full insurance upon a total loss, and only twothirds of the amount of damage in the case of a partial loss!11
The advice quoted by such reports goes back two or three decades –
melancholy evidence of political inaction. One of these, on the inadequacy
of ship building and design, written by the surveyor, James Ballingall, from
the port of Kirkcaldy in Scotland, had been published in 1832. He himself
cited earlier experts and addressed the authoritative Royal Society and Royal
Institution with the ironic and telling evidence of ‘cases in point, in merchant
vessels which are not insured being strongly built’ by the ﬁrm of Robert
Menzies and Sons, operating out of Leith.12
The Public Attack
There are a number of critical issues raised by the appalling story of the
Exmouth. First, we have the history of the disaster, and we have the intense,
adverse criticism which was published at the time. In this episode, as suggested
by the accounts above, political and social theory and the apparently splendid
drive of the industrial revolution had collided with social dislocation, economic
slumps and spreading poverty, epidemic and endemic illness, overpopulation,
and the potato famine, which ﬁrst struck in 1845. The accounts of the wreck
of the Exmouth were designed to attack the corruption and complacency of
the mercantile elite.
The freedom of speech inherent in the publishing revolution, which was
itself a signiﬁcant component in industrial advance, ultimately enabled public
11

12

W. M. Bell, ‘Report by a Committee of the Port Phillip Immigration and AntiShipwreck Society, instituted in Melbourne, Port Phillip, at a Public Meeting held on
14th December 1846’, The Nautical Magazine and Naval Chronicle, 17 (January 1848), 32.
Ballingall The Mercantile Navy Improved, 170.
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opinion to address the social evils that had grown up. Moreover, much of
the theoretical basis of such large issues as the organisation of society and
the conduct of economy came from the pens of a minority of educated men
with time on their hands. Yet the published reports we have of the wreck
come from two of the seamen who lived that disaster, and they are quoted
as authorities on the matter. This is important, for in this way, the many and
immensely complicated aspects of a tragedy, from corruption to accident,
were humanised, and hence opened up to critical examination by everyone
who read a newspaper.
The Visual Image and John Francis Campbell
One of the greatest emotional difﬁculties in understanding the nature of a
tragedy is that we are not there to see. The account given in the Tales of Heroism
does indeed have a picture of a ship attacked by storm (See ﬁgure 1); we know
it shows the foundering Exmouth, because the caption tells us so. It does not,
however, require much in the way of cynicism to doubt the likelihood of a
draughtsman, pencil in hand, standing fortuitously on the cliffs at Islay in the
driving rain and wind. The engraving is generic, and quite likely a secondhand plate; the editor has imposed speciﬁc reality on a ﬁctional drawing. The
sophisticated pictures of this kind would be drawn from a study of such
weather, combined with a realisation of verbal accounts.
Disasters are rarely, even now, effectively pictured while they are happening.
In 1847, the new technology of photography would have been unable to cope
with the chaos of storm conditions; and the distant Hebridean islands would
seem to be an unlikely place for a visual record, even of the aftermath. But,
a week after their ﬁrst report of the disaster, The Illustrated London News gave
an account of the rescue and burial of the bodies from the wreck, illustrated
with two sketches. The text adds further information, provided by ‘an obliging
Correspondent’:
By the exertions of Mr Campbell of Ballinabey, and Mr Henry Campbell
of Rockside; aided by three men, whose names are Turner, Mr Neivin,
and Macdonald (the latter one of the gamekeepers of Campbell, of
Islay), no fewer than 108 bodies have been recovered and interred.
These persons, slung over the rocks by turns, succeeded in hooking the
bodies in the surf; and the two gentlemen named above wrapped the
women, all of whom were naked, in sheets, and had them hoisted up to
the summit of the cliff.
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The bodies were dreadfully mutilated; some without faces, others
without heads or limbs, and all in a far advanced state of putrefaction.
The country people would not touch the bodies, and this threw this
heavy and most painful duty entirely upon these ﬁve ﬁne fellows, who
had, up to May 14, decently buried no less than 108.
The conduct of the Messrs Campbell, who are small proprietors in
Islay, is very warmly spoken of; and if they had not the strength and
nerve of two ordinary men each, they could not have borne the fatigue
and horrors which they have endured. The three ﬁne fellows, also
named, are very little behind the gentlemen in their most meritorious
exertions; and they deserve a higher reward than mere praise.
Very few men have been found; the bodies are almost all those of
women and children. The body of the Captain has been found, the only
one with a stitch of clothes on; all the others were quite naked.
The last report adds the names of John McCaffer, Donald
McLaughlin, and Dugald Fergusson (workmen of Campbell of
Ballinabey) as having added their exertions in preparing graves, and
hooking the bodies, although still averse to handling them. They are all
buried in a beautiful spot – soft green turf, surrounded by wild rocks.
These sketches have been made by Mr J. F. Campbell (of Islay), the
son of the noble-spirited Lord of that domain; who, with his cousin,
Mr W. Campbell, have had some share in the good work.
We understand that Her Majesty’s Government has been pleased to
notify to these gentlemen their sense of such meritorious example and
exertion, and to add a gratuity to the men engaged in assisting them.13
This second report is led by the pictures, which were sent down to London
from Islay, and it may be assumed that the further account of the islanders’
response was written by the draughtsman. John Francis Campbell (1821–85)
was one of the few people who had encountered photography at this early
date. He had been photographed by the partnership of David Octavius Hill
and Robert Adamson in Edinburgh at some point between 1843 and 1847 and
had a personal interest in the practice of photography. But throughout his life
he drew. The two pictures reproduced in the Illustrated London News were part
of a set of four studies of the rescue.
13

Anon, ‘Wreck of “The Exmouth” Emigrant Ship’, Illustrated London News, 10 (29 May
1847), 348.

The Missing Emigrants

13

Figure 3
John Francis Campbell,
‘Fishing Out the Bodies
of the Passengers of
the Exmouth’, pencil
and white heightening on buff paper,
National Galleries of
Scotland, D 4126.4 C

Figure 4.
John Francis
Campbell, ‘Geodh
‘ille Mhioire, The spot
where the wreck of
the Exmouth came
on shore - April 27th
1847’, pencil and white
heightening on buff
paper
National Galleries of
Scotland, D 4126.4 D

14

Sara Stevenson

Figure 5
J F Campbell,
‘The Grave of
the crew of the
Exmouth’, pencil
and white heightening on paper,
1847, National
Galleries of
Scotland, D 4126.
4A

Figure 6
John Francis
Campbell,
‘Port Ellen
Lighthouse.
Islay’, pencil drawing,
1847, National
Galleries of
Scotland, D 4126
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Campbell’s artistic response is focussed. It gives us the physical setting
of the disaster – the ‘iron-bound coast’ of the cliffs, which destroyed the
ship and broke the people – and the little ﬁgures of the rescuers, working in
extraordinarily difﬁcult circumstances. The care of the pictures reﬂects the
respectful, humane care of the rescue, bringing in broken and distorted bodies
for burial on land, rather than leaving them to destruction and the anonymity
of the sea.
While many of the migrants of this time were driven by desperation, they
were unquestionably required to be heroic. Moreover, while the consequence
of such disasters is generally expressed in terms of the dead and injured, it
is rarely considered from the perspective of the people who inherited that
disaster; here, the people of Islay. Individual and social heroism and suffering
was brought to light in consequence, and the voice and presence of socially
‘unimportant’ ﬁgures was reclaimed – it is observable and deeply shocking
that here we do not have the names of the emigrants: the men, women and
children who drowned. The people on Islay who could bear to do it rescued
and buried the broken corpses where they could. It is good that we have
their names, and John Francis Campbell evidently thought that we should. By
communicating, both with the popular journal, The Illustrated London News, and
with the government, he ensured attention and action in London.
Leaving Islay
Although the migrants on the Exmouth were Irish, their death would have
been of direct interest to the islanders. They were also in a situation where the
land could not well sustain the population, and they were expected to consider
emigration. The Highlands had been hit with the same population growth as
the rest of the United Kingdom; the existing practice of farming and ﬁshing
could not keep pace. In these circumstances, the response of the landowners
was critical to the people: some here, as in Ireland, drove their tenants out to
disencumber the estates, and this was often attended by brutality.
Walter Campbell, John Francis’ father and the owner of Islay, had spent
several decades attempting to alleviate such problems and extend the island’s
ability to sustain human life. Among other things, he established the town of
Port Ellen, and commissioned the lighthouse there in memory of his wife,
Lady Eleanor Campbell. The verse carved at its entry includes the lines:
‘Tis she that bids me on the steep
Kindle this beacon’s ﬂame
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To light the wanderer o’er the deep
Who safe shall bless her name.14
Walter Campbell was also credited with having improved education on the
island, in part so that those who did migrate would have learnt English along
with their native Gaelic and would be better able to communicate abroad.
Other island owners funded people to leave; Islay was better balanced:
The late Mr Campbell of Islay and his uncle, the late Captain Walter
Campbell of Sunderland … with their well-known benevolent desire
to promote the welfare of every individual on their estates, took an
active interest nearly forty years since in establishing efﬁcient schools
throughout the island and in encouraging the regular attendance of
the young. And the result has been, that although there have been few
enforced removals during that period, and no outlay has ever been
incurred by the proprietors to promote emigration, the diffusion of
education has not only arrested the increase of the population, but has
so promoted voluntary removals, as to bring about a great diminution
of their number.15
However, in 1845 the Highlands and Islands were hit with the same potato
famine which crippled Ireland. Walter Campbell was already in ﬁnancial
difﬁculties, having incurred an appalling debt of £800,000. In December
1847, he was declared bankrupt, and his estates were sequestered. He and his
second family retreated to Normandy.
John Francis Campbell was known throughout his life by the term ‘of
Islay’, but he had been ‘cleared’ from his own land. He earned the honoriﬁc
title by becoming a notable collector of oral Gaelic tales – and his reputation
stands nowadays on this impressive achievement. He earned his living working
in London as Secretary to government commissions designed to address
problems raised by the Industrial Revolution: the Heating and Ventilation
Commission; the Lighthouse Commission; the Coal Commission. He was
responsible for active research and experiment, and the Lighthouse report for
example contained, ‘nearly 1,000 pages of close-set print, virtually the work
14
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of Campbell himself.’16 When the government and civic authorities took more
active control of the economy in the 1850s and 1860s, it was appropriate that
John Francis Campbell should have been so employed.
However, he would have preferred a more active life. Campbell’s father set
him to be a lawyer; he wrote of this:
It was a queer fancy to make a lawyer of a young fellow of twenty-six
… who never had a thought of law but was well known to have a gift
of tongues, an artist’s uncultivated talent, a fondness for natural science
of all sorts and a very active strong body. They might have made an
engineer of me …17
In the journal he wrote at the time, Campbell expressed how he felt trapped by
London and the law, and his mind drifted to juvenile longings for adventure:
I have had ﬁts of Blues of darkest Hue, but they are getting rarer & in
the intervals I am getting either careless or content and pass my time at least
without much repining but now and then comes a storm and I am
for Borneo or the antipodes … or I am in Canada in the Backwoods
settling a Colony of Islay Men, Myself Prime Minister. & Islay Men
bring me back to [the loss of] Islay. The future fades away in the Past.
The past gives way to the Present & I start to ﬁnd my eye at the bottom
of a page while my thoughts had never got beyond the ﬁrst line [and he
returns to] the leaden wheels of stern reality.18
The serious temptation to migrate came on him in the summer of 1848. On 2
June he made an extensive note in his journal:
Last Friday I shirked altogether, having heard of a new scheme to
colonize Vancouver’s Island, this has been on foot for about three years
under the guidance of a certain [James Edward] Fitzgerald who wants to
get up a regular formed society consisting of Rich & poor, Gentlemen,
workmen Artisans & all, and having purchased food sufﬁcient for a
16
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couple of years & has even obtained the assistance of Government
to sail at once and set up a new kingdom of our own. Adam Dundas
[Lieutenant Dundas of the Royal Navy], who has just returned from
the place, speaks in the highest terms of the country. He says that the
scenery is that of an English Park – Large oaks growing from a green
turf; Fine hills covered with forests yielding the most magniﬁcent spars
[poles used for masts] in the world; Rivers full of Salmon, deer, Bears
& otters abounding on their shores & now & then a Beaver; Coal in
abundance and a climate like England only ﬁner and less variable.
The Indians friendly and not very numerous and the prospect of
commerce with China by means of American steamers very promising
… the difﬁculties are that the Company cannot be formed, for no one
with funds will expatriate himself, & that the country is Far away, four
months and a half at least and in danger of falling into the hands of the
Hudson’s Bay Company when, say my informers, all chance of success
vanishes…
I keep quiet for to seem to waver in my pursuit of law may do me
much harm … I am sure I could easily ﬁnd the people to go if I went
into the highlands, but I should be sorry to move myself or cause
others to move without seeing my way much more clearly than I do.
Time will shew.19
Campbell was still entangled in his father’s affairs, and short of money.
He was a man of energy, intelligence and courage. In 1848, Europe saw
revolutions in France, Germany, the Austrian Empire and Italy. On 10 April,
the Chartist meeting led by Feargus O’Connor on Kennington Common
roused fear of revolution in England. Campbell wrote, ‘all London is in moral
fear of Fergus and his tail of 300,000 Chartists’ and he joined the ‘Specials’
[special constables] in response; in the event the day passed quietly, but he
was there, out on the streets. He also travelled brieﬂy to Paris to witness the
revolution in France.
In August 1848, when he was sailing to Sutherland, he encountered a ﬁerce
storm at sea. Some of the passengers panicked, and one pale man rushed
down to the cabin to ‘warn you all to prepare for your latter ends. The rocks
19
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are close to us and we shall be upon them in a few minutes. May the Lord
have mercy on our miserable souls’.20 Campbell, though alarmed, went up
on deck, and discovered that the ship had lost way in an attempt to pick up
a drowning ﬁsherman. The force of the storm decimated the ﬁshing ﬂeet
around the steamer he was sailing on, but it made the land. He was angered by
the cowardice of the pale youth.
This energy, direct curiosity and courage was stiﬂed in London, and
Campbell obviously took every opportunity he could afford to travel. He
made a serious study of the great physical forces of the weather, of glaciers
and geomorphology.21 When Campbell was ﬁfty-ﬁve, he retired, and decided
to take a journey round the world. In the introduction to the book he wrote
subsequently he was still haunted by the idea of emigration:
One object this time was to visit places to which the writer once thought
of migrating, boy and baggage, horse, foot, and dragoons. He wanted
to see how it felt to judge what the past might, could, should, or would,
have been like, after 1848, if it had been done; to visit old friends who
went and did it then honestly and manfully, like men and Britons.22
Writing History and Imagining the Present
The shipwreck of the Exmouth should give us pause. In their extensive work
on Irish migration, Patrick Fitzgerald and Brian Lambkin observe: ‘It has
always been easier to study presence than absence. Immigration has thus
traditionally received more attention than emigration, and scholarship has been
concentrated in countries of reception rather than regions of departure.’23 My
intention here is to recollect the impact of complete absence, through fatality.
In considering this, and given the evidence cited above, we can contest the
assumption made in mid-sentence by Fitzgerald and Lambkin that:
On the route to Canada between 1845 and 1851 about ﬁfty ships were
wrecked with a loss of about 5,000 lives, a very small proportion of the
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thousands of crossings being made in these years to carry about one
million emigrants overseas, but sufﬁcient to make a lasting impact on
popular perception of the danger.24
This ‘very small proportion’ of ‘about 5,000 hides a story of trauma and loss.25
Statistically – economically or politically – the loss of so many travellers within
six years may be regarded as ‘very small’, but in terms of the authority of the
individual it is a growing compound of grief, lost opportunity and emptiness.
The absence of 5,000 individuals – grown women and men, small children – is
more shocking for their silence, caused by our lack of knowledge of the dead.
And the contrast with our detailed historical and emotional knowledge of
John Francis Campbell is stark.
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Spin Doctors or Informed Lobbyists? The Voices of
Four Presbyterian Ministers in the Emigration of Scots
to the Antipodes, 1840–80
Jill Harland
This essay seeks to analyse and evaluate the inﬂuence and pro-active behaviour
of four Presbyterian ministers, who experienced ﬁrst-hand the emotional
upheaval caused by the Disruption in the Presbyterian Church of Scotland
in 1843 and contributed to the initial migratory trends and subsequent chainmigration of Scots, Orcadians and Shetlanders to the Antipodes. The ministerial
careers of the Reverend Dr Thomas Burns, Reverend Peter Barclay, Reverend
Charles Simmers Ogg and the Reverend Dr Dunmore Lang were signiﬁcantly
shaped by the famous secession from the Established Presbyterian Church
of Scotland. Consequently, the expression of Free Church principles led
ultimately to their commitment and allegiance to colonial emigration schemes
between 1843 and the mid-1870s. For Lang, involvement in such ventures
commenced in 1837 when he recruited 4,000 Highlanders for the Australian
state of New South Wales.1
It is imperative that the terms ‘spin doctor’ and ‘lobbyist’ are deﬁned prior
to discussing the ministerial career paths of the four selected Presbyterian
Ministers. As deﬁned in Cambridge Dictionaries Online, ‘a spin doctor’
describes ‘a person who provides a favourable slant to an item of news … or
one involving a potentially unpopular policy.’2 On the other hand, a ‘lobbyist’
participates ‘in the process of inﬂuencing public and governing policy at all
levels, federal, state and local.’3
Historical Legacy
Since the early seventeenth century clerical ministers had held
considerable inﬂuence either in the creation of colonial settlements or
acting as individual missionaries and pastors to the New World. The
1

2
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Pilgrim Fathers, for example, sought religious freedom and settled in
New England in Massachusetts in the 1620s. Almost a century later
Armagh-born Quaker James Logan acted as William Penn’s chief
colonial agent and was ‘an avid land spectator’ in the re-settlement of
Ulster Presbyterians to Pennsylvania.4 Not only Protestant religions
were represented, as illustrated by Captain John McDonald who
recruited 210 Catholic Highlanders and became the founder of the ﬁrst
Scottish Catholic Settlement on Prince Edward Island in May 1722.5 A
year later, McDonald settled some of these poverty-stricken migrants
on his family estate at Tracadie. A man of many talents, during his
lifetime he was a ‘priest, landed proprietor, colonizer and land agent.’6

Early colonial migration also quickly became associated with the biblical
iconography of the ﬂight of the Israelites from Egypt. Reverend Norman
McLeod’s odyssey from Nova Scotia to Australia and then to Waipu in the
North Island of New Zealand in the mid-nineteenth century, accompanied
by over 700 Highlanders, has been likened to that of the ‘ancient Israelites’
where ‘the tribe was long the human symbol of security.’7 So too, the Reverend
Thomas Burns was frequently compared to famous biblical and authority
ﬁgures. As part of the 1898 Otago Jubilee in New Zealand, Reverend William
Gillies of Timaru paid tribute to the ‘pilgrim leaders’ of the colony, Rev. Burns
and Captain William Cargill, by composing a poem entitled The Moses and the
Aaron of the Settlement:
On roll of fame, let church and state emblazon bright
The names of those who nobly led the Pilgrim bands
Across the seas to settle on Otago’s shores
And plant amid its wilds a home, a church, a state –
These pilgrim leaders bore the honoured Scottish names
4
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Embalmed in story and in song
Cargill and Burns.
And they were the Moses and the Aaron of the camp. 8
At the ceremony Gillies explained that Burns ‘was called the Aaron and
Captain Cargill, the Moses, of the settlement, but as the Dr [Rev. Burns] was
superior intellectually to the captain, and was also more skilled in affairs, he
was really in great measure Moses as well as Aaron.’9
As afﬁrmed by Kerby Miller, ‘Even into the nineteenth century Presbyterian
emigration retained the ﬂavour of a communal exodus compelled by religious
and political oppression.’10 Following the Disruption in the Presbyterian
Church of Scotland on 18 May 1843 and the subsequent creation of
the Free Church, a more complex relationship emerged between clerical
ministers and their congregations. Many Scots were torn between ‘traditional
Presbyterianism, evangelicalism and modernity.’11 As T. M. Devine explains
‘It seemed a huge blow to the nation’s sense of identity at a time when the
forces of assimilation and anglicisation were becoming even more powerful.’12
Indicative of this tendency was John Dunmore Lang, who appears to have
possessed an ‘evangelical aversion to the common system of patronage’ and
was a member of the clergy who actively challenged the moderatism inherent
in the Presbyterian Church of Scotland prior to the Disruption in 1843.
The Reverend Dr John Dunmore Lang: The Early Years
The Reverend John Dunmore Lang was born at Greenock in 1799. His father,
William Lang, owned a small farming estate in Ayrshire. John was educated at
the University of Glasgow but was lured to Australia by his brother George
who had emigrated to New South Wales. Lang arrived in Sydney Cove in May
1823 and became the minister of the ﬁrst Presbyterian Church in Sydney.
Family money was utilised to fund Lang’s frequent visits to Britain between
the years 1824 and 1825. However, he returned from his third visit to Britain,
taken between 1833 and 1834, with more ministers and teachers as well as
a printing press and tradesmen to operate it. Lang’s newspapers the Colonist
(1835–40), the Colonial Observer (1841–4) and the Press (1851), functioned in
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a number of different ways, including the promotion of his immigration
schemes, to defend him from opponents both in politics and the presbytery
and to ‘improve colonial morality.’13
Lang successfully lobbied the Secretary for the Colonies, Lord Bathurst,
to recognise the legal status of the Church of Scotland in Australia
while also pursuing a policy that kept governing authorities in the United
Kingdom well-informed of reactions in the new colony in the Antipodes.
Marjory Harper has observed that ‘There has always been more or less
communication between New Zealand and the colonies of New South
Wales and Van Dieman’s Land since the ﬁrst establishment of these
colonies.’14 As Presbyterian minister and historian Charles, Edward White
(1869-1954) afﬁrmed, ‘With the arrival of the Rev. John Dunmore Lang, the
embryonic Church at Ebenezer was deﬁnitely linked with the growth and
life of Presbyterianism in Australia.’15 White suggests Lang possessed highly
developed communication skills:
His contacts [in Britain] aroused much interest not only in the Church but
in the secular affairs of the community, and amongst the most valuable
fruits of his visits was the number of immigrants of a very desirable
type who he induced to make Australia their home. On this occasion he
secured something like twelve Ministers and four probationers.16
As early as 1835, Lang launched an attack on the lack of qualiﬁcations among
missionaries in Australia whom he compared to ‘taking Tom, Dick and Harry
from their benches, their lathes and their looms and transforming them all at
once into the Rev. Thomas, and the Rev. Mr Richard, and the Rev. Mr Henry.’17
In 1837, Lang led a breakaway movement which formed the Synod of New
South Wales; three years later the ‘Synod re-united with the Presbytery and the
body thus formed was called the Synod of Australia.’18
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In 1839, Lang visited New Zealand and delivered a lecture in Dunedin
on the ‘Early Colonisation of New Zealand’. An anonymous New Zealand
historian mentioned and quoted by White is thought to be responsible for the
following accolade related to Lang’s rhetoric:
No man, probably, could speak on that there with more authority than
he, for before any scheme had been drafted, or an emigrant had sailed
from the English Coast to settle on these distant shores, he had, in a
series of four letters, which he addressed to Lord Durham, propounded
a plan of colonising these islands [New Zealand], which his known
sagacity and large experience entitled to respectful consideration.19
The inclusion of Orkney and Shetland Islanders as suitable migrants for the
colony was proposed by Lang as early as 1839. In ‘Letter III: On the Prospect
which New Zealand affords for the Establishment of a British Colony’, Lang
complained of the competition of French and American whalers in New
Zealand waters and perceived a solution in which ‘a few hundred families of
the herring and whale ﬁshing population of the northern parts of England, of
the north and west of Scotland, and of the Orkney and Shetland Isles, were
to be settled as colonists in New Zealand’ and consequently would be able to
dominate in both Black and Sperm whale ﬁsheries.20
The Disruption in the Presbyterian Church of Scotland
According to Eric Richards ‘the poetic tradition appears to have neglected the
Disruption of 1843’, a surprising situation given the enormity of the event
whereby one third of the Church of Scotland’s ministers led by Dr Thomas
Chalmers abandoned churches, manses and stipends to form the Free Church
of Scotland.21 Fortunately, there is a plethora of other literary conventions
that encapsulate the emotional nature of the Disruption in northern Scotland
from an individual standpoint. The undelivered letters to Orcadians and
Shetlanders working for the Hudson’s Bay Company in North America from
their family members constitute one such example. The letters were sadly
unread by their intended recipients; yet they clarify the inﬂuence of such an
event in the small, isolated islands of Orkney and Shetland. It appears that in
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these locations, the Disruption was ‘felt at the grass roots level of the church;
consequently, the history of this fracture is complex often dividing families
much as a civil war would.’22 Given the nature of such evidence it is difﬁcult
to agree with historian James Jupp that the ‘concept of patronage certainly did
not extend to the working classes; it was a middle-class struggle.’23 After 1843,
as Devine afﬁrms, ‘Scotland’s greatest national institution was not only broken
but was also being increasingly stripped of most of its social authority.’24 An
extract from a letter written to Orcadian James Dickson, a blacksmith with
the Hudson’s Bay Company at Fort Vancouver, by his brother-in-law Thomas
Isbister in Orkney is particularly poignant as it is dated June 1843, less than a
month after the Disruption:
As for the public news of the county: The Ministers of the Establishment
great disputes is amongst them 600 of them through the Established
Church of Scotland is left their churches because the law would not
submit too them … they wished to have all power too [sic.] themselves
which the law would not submit too [sic.] … we hope providence may
bring good out of it in the end.25
The Isbister letter indicated that it ‘would take sheets of paper’ to explain this
important change in religious life in Orkney. James Dickson also received a
letter from his own brother six days later which was addressed: ‘Dear Brother
it is the terriblest time now that we ever beheld on account of religion.’26
As Judith Hudson Beattie and Helen Buss explain, what may seem an
abrupt change from the public to the private may not have seemed so to the
correspondents, as ‘Both church and family economies were intimately joined
in the small, tight communities of Orkney.’27
Reverend William Spence, an Orcadian born in Harray, Orkney, migrated
to New Zealand in 1886 and wrote his unpublished ‘Memories of Different
Countries and Callings’ in the 1930s.28 Even though Spence dedicated an entire
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chapter to the changes adopted in the Church of Scotland he admitted that
this is not the place for attempting to write a History of the Disruption,
but as one brought up in its atmosphere and deeply imbued with its
spirit I feel I must give some passing reference to an event which was
one of the great formative inﬂuences in my young life.29
Presbyterian ministers who were resident in both Orkney and Shetland
were quick to react to the upheaval in the established church. Soon after the
Disruption a ‘preaching station’ was formed at the Dunrossness Free Church,
a parish that included Shetland, Cunningburgh and Fair Isle.30 At the Unst Free
Church in Shetland, Dr James Ingram and his son and colleague ‘came out’
in 1843. The latter was ‘one of the ﬁrst ministers ‘ordained to a charge by the
Free Church.’31 In Shapinsay, one of Orkney’s northern islands, ‘many families
connected with the United Presbyterian Church [Seceders] were encouraged
to emigrate, several went to South Australia.’32 This was a signiﬁcant reaction
given the negativity of Presbyterian ministers to even temporary migration
from both Orkney and Shetland prior to 1843:
Instead of offering an honourable service to their King and Country,
or staying at home to cultivate their lands and protect their wives,
their children and their parents, for the sum of six pounds per annum
[they] hire themselves out for slaves in a savage land.33
Following the Disruption, the Free Church movement in Australia became
known as the Synod of Eastern Australia in October 1846.34 Both Burns and
Lang lived at a time when the Free Church, as Jupp has suggested, ‘was more
concerned with encouraging migration as a solution to pauperism and more
active in the establishing of overseas branches … missionary and colonial
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schemes were also frequently placed in the forefront of the Assembly’s
business.’35 Both Lang and Burns were also heavily inﬂuenced by the evangelical
teaching of Dr Thomas Chalmers, the ﬁrst Moderator at the initial meeting of
the Disruption Assembly on 18 May 1843.36
From his personal experiences in Scotland, Lang was acutely aware that
impoverished Scottish Highlanders were seeking government funding to
ﬁnance their emigration to North America. A year after the Disruption Lang
selected 600 migrants and arranged passages for them to Moreton Bay, near
Brisbane, in three ships, the Fortitude, Chaseley and the Lima.37 In order to
accomplish this, Lang was forced to lobby inﬂuential colonial authority ﬁgures
such as Earl Grey.
Lang was a committed advocate of an independent Australian nation
and of a more humane approach to the treatment of Maori tribes in New
Zealand. He not only lobbied government ofﬁcials but was a member of the
Legislative Council of New South Wales for almost twenty-ﬁve years. In this
role, he campaigned for more responsible government, the separation of
Victoria and Queensland, the end of transportation, land reform, and state aid
to religion. Lang successfully piloted a bill through the Legislative Assembly to
abolish primogeniture estates.38 His strategies included public appearances and
lectures throughout Britain, frequently raising funds for German missionaries
in Australia. Lang was also an early proponent of a transnational approach,
acquiring competitive data to aid in the solution of global social ills such as
transportation. This global perspective is illustrated in Lang’s communication
to Lord Durham:
To extend to the farthest regions of the habitable globe, and to
perpetuate to the close of time, the noble language, the equitable laws,
and the Protestant religion of this favoured land, is indeed an enterprise
well worthy of the ﬁrst of the nobility: and I am conﬁdent, my Lord,
there is no case in which the British patriot, the genuine philanthropist,
the Christian man, has reason to feel more deeply interested in the
35
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progress of such an enterprise than the one with which your Lordship
is at present associated … the Colonization of New Zealand.39
Visits to Orkney and Shetland by the Reverend John Dunmore Lang
and Lady Jane Franklin
The colony of Australia was successful in enticing female migrants from
Shetland, and to a lesser extent Orkney, in the 1850s due to a rigorous
emigration recruitment program adopted by Lang and Lady Jane Franklin
who visited both islands. Prior to their mutual focus on Orkney and Shetland,
editorials had appeared in the Scottish newspapers in 1848 encouraging single
women to migrate to Australia. Lang’s visit to Lerwick involved an address
relating to the suitability of the Australian colonies for a signiﬁcant number of
migrants from differing classes.
Primary sources support the assumption that prospective female migrants
from the Northern Isles would provide a solution to the disproportionate
numbers of Roman Catholic and Anglican migrants ﬂocking to Australia,
such as the ‘shiploads of young women from the Union Workhouses of the
south of Ireland.’40 Editorial coverage of Lang’s visit published in the John O’
Groat Journal afﬁrmed that ‘it was chieﬂy to counteract this [the inﬂuence of
Catholicism] and other kindred effects of the Papacy in Australia that Dr Lang
came home to this country.’41
The Journal continued to monitor Lang’s visits to Lerwick, Stromness,
Kirkwall and Wick through August 1849.42 He received a very impressive
reception in Shetland, the Presbyterian Church at Lerwick ‘was ﬁlled to
overﬂowing there being 1,400 to 1,500 persons present.’43 It appears that Lang’s
sermon was highly successful in promoting Australia as a desirable destination.
Early the following week ‘a number of persons, of various occupations and
particularly not a few unmarried females, of whom there is a great redundancy
in the Shetland Isles, expressed their desire to emigrate to Australia.’44
Even New Zealand newspapers were providing regular updates of Lang’s
visits to Orkney and Shetland:
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When we last heard of the Dr [Lang] he was at the Shetland Islands
recruiting for female emigrants as it was stated that women on the
Islands far outnumbered the males from the circumstances of there
being few families on the islands which had not lost some of their male
members by accident at sea.45

The Daily Southern Cross also reported the same week on the arrival of Lady
Franklin who was aboard the same vessel as Lang. Franklin held the position
of Vice President of the Ladies’ Female Emigrant Society of London.46 The
newspaper conﬁrmed her
interest in this particular species of migration [single female] and has
volunteered to do anything in her power to promote it during her stay
in the islands; it is conﬁdently expected that such an interest will be
created in favour of the object as to lead to a considerable emigration
of females from Shetland to Australia.47
The response to both Lang and Franklin’s individual recruitment campaigns in
Orkney were of a more conservative nature. Lang delivered an address at the
Free Church in Stromness on 31 August, where the audience was described
as ‘numerous and respectable.’48 An additional presentation was also given
at the United Presbyterian Church at Kirkwall where James Baikie Esq. of
Tankerness, Provost of Kirkwall was in the chair. The John O’Groat Journal
conﬁrmed that in Orkney Lang found an ‘overabundance of young women
and widows suitable for emigrants to Australia.’49 Yet, Orcadian women would
take longer than their Shetland counterparts to react to the persuasive skills
of Lang; few appear to have left the isles until October 1851 when ‘twenty
to eighty young females passed southwards by the Queen Steamer, from the
Orkneys, all bound for Australia where they expect to ﬁnd ready places and
good wages if not husbands, shortly after landing.’50
The John O’Groat Journal also reported in the same issue that ‘Female
migration continues from Orkney to Australia where good wages and/or
45
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husbands are likely to be found.’51 Even though there were a signiﬁcant number
of Orcadian families represented on the Charlotte Jane in 1851, including that
of Shearer, Miller, Rendall, Lawrence, Moor, Allen, and Drever families, there
were only nine single women aged between seventeen and twenty-three, the
only exception being Betsy Peace who was ﬁfty nine.52 Illustrative of the exodus
of Orcadian single men to the goldﬁelds of Victoria there were only four men
in their thirties aboard the Charlotte Jane to Port Adelaide.53 Shipping records
and manifests between 1850 and 1857 also conﬁrm the presence of Orcadians
in small kinship cluster group as was the case in the New Zealand sample. The
main difference is the increased number of Orcadian single women from both
Orkney and Shetland emigrating to South Australia.
Members of the clergy were widely acknowledged to be well-qualiﬁed
individuals, who had experienced a rigorous training programme including
the study of Latin, Greek and Hebrew and were well acquainted with the
demands and attitudes of their individual congregations. As Spence conﬁrms
‘The Secession Fathers absolutely refused to ordain any man who had not
received a university education.’54 The study of the Classics alone would have
equipped ministers such as Lang, Burns, Barclay and Ogg with the skills of
analytical enquiry, an essential component of being effective communicators
and lobbyists. Consequently, it is not surprising to ﬁnd ‘It was the province of
Otago, in New Zealand’s South Island, that was to provide the most striking
example of clerical agency in the nineteenth century.’55
The Reverend Thomas Burns: The Moses and Aaron of the Otago
Settlement
The Reverend Dr Thomas Burns was a zealous advocate for the creation of
a Free Church colony in the South Island of New Zealand. The nephew of
celebrated poet Robert Burns, he was born in Mossgiel, Ayrshire in April 1876,
the third son of Gilbert Burns. Educated at the University of Edinburgh,
Burns was destined to be ‘one of the oldest ministers in the breakaway group’
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during the Disruption of 1843.56 Even during the tense period prior to the
upheaval in the Church of Scotland, Burns revealed himself as an exceptionally
committed minister to his parishioners, as recalled later by his married
daughter Jane Bannerman: ‘Our father kept his people well informed as to
how things were going, in the church, courts and before parliament, printed
matter was circulated.’57 He possessed a thorough knowledge of agriculture
and his ‘farming skills also made him an ideal pioneer.’58 In addition, he had
sacriﬁced for ‘the sake of principle, the status and emoluments of a parish
minister, the latter amounting on an average to £400 per annum.’59 Two years
after the whole of Scotland had been stirred by the sacriﬁces made at the
Disruption ‘Burns with the aid of Dr Alcorn and Captain Cargill formed the
Lay Association of Members of the Free Church in Scotland to promote the
idea of a Free Church colony, the latter in conjunction with the New Zealand
Company.60
The concept of a Scottish sectarian settlement in the South Island of
New Zealand had already been envisaged by George Rennie ‘the more liberal
minded founder of the scheme.’61 The July 1843 issue of the New Zealand
Journal provided an effective comparison between Rennie, Captain Cargill and
the Pilgrim Fathers.62 Also referring to the two men, contemporary author
Ernest Northcroft Merrington observed that ‘The Pilgrim Fathers was ever
present in their minds.’63 Whilst waiting for the New Zealand Company to
purchase and survey land that was later to be referred to as the ‘Otago Block’,
Dr Burns was employed in sustaining the scheme, visiting for this
purpose nearly all parts of Scotland and setting forth the advantages
of emigration to Otago. For this service he thus rendered con amore, he
received no renumeration from The New Zealand Company, though
he was instrumental in inducing a large extent of emigration, and in
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securing no small amount of capital for the advantages of the scheme,
through having persuaded many of his personal friends and others to
invest in the purchase of properties.64
The promotional and persuasive skills of Burns, were such that many of these
friends and purchasers ‘had no idea of making Otago their home.’65 Yet, as
Harper conﬁrms ‘Reverend Thomas Burns of Portobello had ensured the
wholehearted commitment of the Free Church to the scheme and had opened
the way for the establishment of Otago as a speciﬁcally Free Church colony.’66
In the case of Burns, a convincing manner was intensiﬁed by the presence
of leadership by virtue of example, which is illustrated in his recruitment of
James Adam at a public meeting at the Free South Church in Aberdeen. Burns
and Dr Alcorn had arrived recently from Edinburgh to conduct a presentation
on emigration to the South Island of New Zealand. Adam later recorded his
ﬁrst impressions of Burns in a work entitled, Twenty-Five Years of Emigrant Life
in the South of New Zealand (1873). He recalled how
I was, however favourably impressed with what Mr Burns said. This
gentleman, being a nephew of the Scottish bard, might have had some
inﬂuence upon Scotch emigrants, if there were any poetry in the life
of an emigrant, but he made no attempt to elevate the hard facts of
an emigrant’s life into the region of poetry and ﬁction, I had sense
enough to know that toil, and perhaps danger, were the concomitants
of life in New Zealand; but the simple fact that Mr Burns had resigned
his charge and cast his lot with the emigrants, and would sail with the
pioneers, gave conﬁdence in the statements of the reverend gentleman,
so that the seed fell into soil prepared and ready to receive it.67
As the ﬁrst ships the John Wickliffe and the Philip Laing, were sailing to New
Zealand in January 1848, the ﬁrst issue of the Otago Journal was being published
in Edinburgh. This title, compiled by Alcorn and John McGlashan, was
initially created as a promotional tool to publicise the scheme of the Scottish
settlement to Otago and as a means of recruiting emigrants to the Antipodes
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more generally. It was, however, quickly utilised by Burns to showcase the
idyllic landscape of New Zealand in addition to reprinting his own letters
to other Presbyterian ministers throughout Scotland. The following extract
from a letter written by Burns to Mr Wallace of Barr on 26 April 1849 is
typical of many of the letters printed in the Otago Journal. Here, the pastoral
literary convention is reserved for the New Zealand landscape experienced by
the traveller, yet it is synthesised with a meticulous attention to detail, more
reminiscent of a surveyor’s report:
Some months ago I rode down to the Waihola and spent a couple
of days visiting the native village about 6 or 7 miles from the mouth
of the Taieri River-riding along the whole eastern side of the Taieri
Plain then sailed down the river’s mouth passing through scenery of
the most romantic grandeur. Altogether the Taieri District is the most
magniﬁcent plain I ever saw 14 or 15 miles long by 4 and a half and
5 miles broad, perfectly level, being evidently the bottom of a former
lake.68
Such peaceful and romantic commentary was frequently coupled with a
forceful use of language to further the cause of the Free Church in New
Zealand. In many of his discourses it is very evident that Burns was appealing
exclusively to a select audience of Free Church recruits. Marjory Harper
notes: ‘Emigrants were assured that throughout New Zealand but particularly
at Otago they could settle among like-minded compatriots and enjoy the
beneﬁts of a civilised society.’69 This special focus is well illustrated in an early
letter written by Burns to Mr Lewis Macdonald in August 1845, the subject
matter being emigration to the Otago colony in Dunedin. ‘Meanwhile pray
mention these particulars amongst your friends’, he instructs, assuring him
‘every effort will be made to interest people of sterling character and no other
in this enterprise.’70
Indeed, Burns became increasingly more idealistic in his ambitions for a
community composed entirely of Free Church compatriots, admitting that
‘there is only one other resource left and that is restricting the Free emigrants
68
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to the Free Church men and these to be well selected for they would
ultimately become the staple of our population and guardians of our church
endowment.’71 Burns, however, was not successful in accomplishing this
utopian aim. Yet, with the help of Cargill, he was able to stiﬂe the contradictory
voice of the Otago News, the colony’s ﬁrst newspaper, which had publicised
material criticising both Burns and his involvement in the Free Church.
An Orcadian family on the northern island of Rousay, adherents of the
Free Church, were to hear of the Otago settlement possibly from the individual
work of Burns. This small cluster group is the ﬁrst to be traced from Orkney
to Otago and are the only Orcadians aboard the Bernicia that arrived in Port
Chalmers, Otago in December 1848. The ship had been chartered by the New
Zealand Company, at a cost of ₤1658.13.0.72 The kinship group included Hugh
Craigie, aged forty four; his wife Margaret (née Marwick), aged ﬁfty one; their
son Richard Craigie, aged seventeen; and their stepsons James (thirty-one) and
Sinclair Harrold (twenty nine). Also aboard were Agnes Harrold (née Grieve),
James’ seventeen-year-old half-caste bride from North America; and Barbara
Sinclair, Sinclair Harrold’s wife, aged thirty-four. It is feasible to suggest that
James Harrold was aware of the new settlement in the Antipodes through
his work with the Hudson’s Bay Company, where he had been employed as a
canoeman in 1836.73
Communication regarding the ﬂedging colony of Otago had already
reached Reverend Norman McLeod in North America; consequently, ‘Even in
Cape Breton they had heard of the Scottish colonizing expedition to Dunedin
in 1847 and through Scotland had received good reports of it before their own
departure.’74 Primary sources conﬁrm that the Craigie and Harrold families
were well known to Burns during the initial years of settlement in New
Zealand. His Visitation Book makes reference to all family members as loyal
Free Church members of his congregation.’75 The Diary of Reverend Thomas
Burns 1848–1851 also includes reference to Hugh Craigie and his step-son
Sinclair Harrold being in the employ of Burns.76 He cites both men as ‘having
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ﬁnished taking up potatoes at the Manse’ and a few weeks later both ‘HC and
SH are delving in No 13 taking up beans and carrots.’77
It is therefore not surprising to ﬁnd this industrious family being the subject
of an anonymous editorial feature in the Otago Journal encouraging further
migration from Orkney and Scotland. As Alexander McLintock conﬁrms the
journal was ‘based in the main on extracts from letters despatched from Otago
by prominent Free Churchmen.’78
Along with the duplicate map of Port Chalmers now sent, I have put
up a sketch of a cottage in the north east valley, erected and occupied
by a family from Orkney, who were passengers by the Bernicia in 1848,
being four men and three women employed at common labouring
since landing. By the close of their ﬁrst year they had in addition to
their subsistence fenced and planted on leased ground nearly two acres
with potatoes and vegetables ﬁnished their home 40ft by 1ft overall
and acquired two milk cows and three calves, all paid for. Their whole
secret consisted in industry, temperance and living together on the same
system of economy and simple cookery they had been accustomed to
at home.79
Unknown to Burns at the time, these pioneering individuals would become
inﬂuential settlers of the Taieri River district and would determine the chain
migration of many other Orcadian families such as Yorston, Marwick, Flett,
Knarston, Leonard, Traill and Reid. Local historians Win Parkes and Kath
Hislop suggest that the Craigie and Harrold families ‘began settlement at the
Taieri River.’80 Shetlanders, however, were not well represented at this time for
as Susan Butterworth adjudges ‘We can be reasonably sure that few Shetlanders
came to New Zealand as deliberate emigration before 1860.’81
Consequently, Shetlanders were more prone to the persuasive voices of
Presbyterian Ministers advocating migration to New Zealand ten years later and
supported by government initiatives and subsidies. Orcadians, however, by the
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1870s had established themselves within cluster groups in Taieri River, Taieri
Mouth, Waikouaiti, Milton, Arrowtown, Invercargill and Stewart Island in the
South Island of New Zealand. These communities were further intensiﬁed
by inter-marriage between and within Orcadian families; their reliance and
dependence on chain migration of kin from Orkney also minimised the
inﬂuence of emigrant agents. Consequently, Orcadians, although invited, were
not participants in any Special Settlement initiatives organised by the New
Zealand government, such as that arranged for Stewart Island in 1873.
The Vogel administration, named after the entrepreneurial ﬁgure of Sir
Julius Vogel, was to make signiﬁcant changes to the nature of assisted passages
and ﬁnancial support offered to poverty-stricken emigrants from Great Britain.
From 1873 the regular fare of £5 per adult was waived in preference for free
travel to the port of departure. This initiative was particularly important to
migrants from the isolated northern counties of Scotland, including Orkney
and Shetland. In addition, New Zealand residents could now nominate both
friends and relatives.
In this new climate, given the increased competition from Australia,
Canada and America, seventy-eight emigrant agents were appointed in New
Zealand, ten of whom were responsible for Orkney and Shetland. In 1876,
a correspondent for the Otago Witness reporting on a Presbyterian Assembly,
hosted in New Zealand, conﬁrmed that ‘All the Canadian deputies had dwelt
in glowing terms upon the attraction of their land for settlers, speaking indeed,
more after the manner of emigration agents than of church deputies.’82
The Reverend Peter Barclay: Emigrant Agent for the New Zealand
Government
On 25 September 1858, ‘The Reverend David Bruce advised that the Colonial
Committee of the Free Church had appointed the Rev. Peter Barclay M.A.
as the ﬁrst minister in Hawke’s Bay’ in the North Island of New Zealand. 83
Barclay is recorded to have hailed from Montrose in Scotland. He arrived in
Auckland at the age of twenty-nine aboard the Caduceus on 19 May 1859, then
proceeded to Napier on the White Swan, which landed at Onepoto on 6 June
1859.84 His ﬁrst ministry was at St Columba’s at Taradale. Nancye Munro and
John Boyd suggest that even though there is a paucity of material for this
period of Barclay’s career ‘it appears that the spiritual needs of the settlers in
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the Meeanee-Puketapu district were met by the Rev. Peter Barclay.’85
Barclay was later to be described as ‘a long resident in Napier, in which
he had laboured as a minister for the Free Church.’86 A signiﬁcant part of
his early career, prior to his appointment as an emigrant agent for the New
Zealand Government, was spent as minister for St Paul’s Presbyterian Church
in Napier where he made the acquaintance of Donald McLean, a Maroekakatio
farmer who became one of Napier’s ﬁrst Members of Parliament.87 McLean
is reported to have taken part in a meeting at the Royal Hotel in Napier with
publican Daniel Munn on 9 January 1858 that was to result in the building and
creation of St Paul’s Presbyterian Church.88 McLean later received a knighthood
in recognition of the exemplary work he had undertaken as a government
minister. In the 1870s, both Barclay and Reverend Charles Simmers Ogg,
would liase with McLean to achieve success in the ﬁeld of emigration.
Barclay’s early correspondence to McLean, however, illustrates the role he
played as promotional agent and lobbyist. In a four-page letter written in 1866
to ‘Mr Maclean’ [sic], Barclay supports the stance of a recent migrant Mr
Steele ‘who seems in great trouble about a block of land he has bought from
the natives near Kai Kara.’89 Within the pages of this correspondence Barclay
admitted that ‘This is the ﬁrst time I have seemed to interfere in a land matter,
and it is likely to be the last.’90
Little did Barclay know that within a six-year period he would be determining
the migration and re-location of hundreds of men, women and children from
northern Scotland to the Antipodes. It is uncertain as to how his promotion
as an emigrant agent with the New Zealand Government came about, due to
the fact that Shetlander Robert Stout (later to be a Prime Minister of New
Zealand and knighted) had strongly advocated Mr Arthur Lawrenson for the
position.91 Lawrenson had achieved notoriety through his successful relocation
of Shetlanders to Queensland, Australia. It is possible that McLean may have
intervened on his friend’s behalf. Barclay’s decision to resign as minister of St
Paul’s Presbyterian Church after eight years’ service in 1867 was, however, a
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direct result of the tragic death of his wife Mary (née Gordon) in May 1865.92
The birth notices in the New Zealander for 19 July 1860 also conﬁrm that a son
was born to Barclay and his wife Mary at the Manse, sadly no further mention
is made in the records investigated of this child.93
On his return to Scotland and prior to any involvement with the New
Zealand Government, Barclay ‘acted as agent for the [Northern] Presbyterian
Church of New Zealand in attracting Probationers and Ministers to take up
positions there.’94 To intensify such recruitment, Barclay wrote and published
Word and the Work of Christ in New Zealand (1870).95 This consisted of ‘a series
of sermons and two addresses on the state of the church in New Zealand.’96
The proceeds from this work were generously donated to the New Zealand
Church.97 Two years later, Barclay was to further his promotional skills and
‘Church Extension Work’ in the service of the New Zealand government.98
He appears to have adjusted well to his new position as emigrant agent, for
only a few months after his appointment he was busy lecturing to prospective
emigrants in Shetland.99
In 1873, Barclay published the ﬁrst edition of his Notes on New Zealand:
For the Use of Emigrants; the publication was priced at two pence and the
initial print run was 5,000 copies. The subsequent edition in 1874 was duly
announced by the Evening Post: ‘For the use of intending emigrants Mr
Barclay has written a very useful pamphlet giving full details of the entire
colony.’100 Detailed it certainly was but surprisingly it also contained few of the
conventions common to persuasive or promotional literature. His narrative
was not reliant on the accentuated use of alliteration, rhetorical questions,
repetition or imperatives to urge prospective migrants to book passages to
New Zealand. Instead Barclay utilised visual imagery to convey the natural
beauty of the Antipodes. The sub-titles akin to those of literary historian
Marie Louise Pratt’s list of ‘colonial knowledge.’101
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In-depth knowledge of the colony is divided into sections such as ‘The
History of New Zealand’, ‘Prospects for the Colonist’, ‘Mineral Wealth’
and ‘Rates of Wages’ to name but a few. These topics are further enhanced
by the inclusion of testimonials from New Zealand residents, a persuasive
strategy that had been employed by Burns within the pages of the Otago
Journal. It was not feasible for Barclay to have personally visited all regions
in both the North and South Islands of New Zealand. Consequently, he
admitted to a dependency on leading experts in the ﬁeld such as Ferdinand
Von Hochstetter, Professor of Mineralogy and Geology, and author of New
Zealand: Its Physical Geography, Geology and Natural History (1873).102 Surprising
for a member of the clergy, but indicative of a narrative designed to have
wide appeal, Barclay made frequent mention of the lucrative nature of New
Zealand’s goldﬁelds:
The mineral wealth of New Zealand is very great. Mention has already
been made of the gold diggings in various parts of the country. These
have proved very valuable, the yield up to this time being equal to £25
and they are far from being exhausted.103
Barclay is able to maintain a comprehensive and involving dialogue while
providing practical guidelines and handy hints for the new settler:
The best thing generally for immigrants to do especially for such as
have no money and no deﬁnite trade is to engage in some work or to
take situations as ploughmen, shepherds, overseers. Even if men have
little money when they arrive it is generally unwise to take up land at
once. The truth is, that any sober, industrious man with God’s blessing
on his labours, may create himself a home in New Zealand but he must
be sober and industrious.104
This extensive thirty-one-page booklet also includes complex charts imparting
knowledge on rainfall patterns, and even the temperature of ‘the air in the
shade.’ To extend the market of the publication in the Western Isles, Barclay
also published a version of his work in Gaelic. In all editions emphasis is
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placed on imagery and supporting visual stimuli, also an integral part of
Barclay’s recruitment presentations in Shetland which were frequently targeted
toward single women:
Mr Barclay has been lecturing to the inhabitants of this island on
emigration in Lerwick and at the Free Church at Hillside. Mr Barclay had
large and attractive audiences at the different places and we understand
that he succeeded in securing a considerable number of emigrants.
The fair sex were completely captured by his glowing account and of
them a considerable number have made up their minds to go. For their
convenience he had a large and beautiful map suspended in the church
on which he pointed out the towns and provinces. He contrasted the
superiority of New Zealand to Canada … and there is no room left to
doubt a single sentence.105
Given his attachment to Napier in the North Island, it is not surprising that
one of the largest groups of Shetlanders who travelled to Napier in 1874
aboard the Clarence had been directly recruited by Barclay. Writing from
Edinburgh in August 1874, he had predicted ‘[t]hat if the promissory–note
system is continued many more emigrants will go next year [1875] than have
gone during this year and I reckon that during 1874 about 450 [Shetlanders]
have gone.’106
Yet, not even Barclay could have foreseen the enormity of the Shetland
exodus that followed the land evictions involving the scattalds in Quendale in
1874. Between January 1874 and December 1875, 744 Shetlanders departed
for New Zealand, with over 50 per cent – 404 individuals – taking passage on
the Howrah, Clarence, Ocean Mail, and Avalanche, a mere ﬁve ships. During this
same time, only 125 Orcadians left their native land.107 The Orkney Isles, unlike
her neighbour to the north, did not prove to be particularly fertile ground for
emigration agents as conﬁrmed by Barclay following a visit in 1874:
My opinion, however, is that we can look for no very large emigration
from the Orkney Isles, of which Kirkwall is the chief town. Still a
few good farm labourers may be got and it was worth staying return
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steamers to make New Zealand better known.108

This was an unexpected outcome given that Barclay lectured to a large group
‘despite the wretched weather’ and the meeting had been ‘well intimated on
the previous day.’109 A signiﬁcant number of Orcadians had already arrived in
New Zealand by 1860. It is also possible that prospective Orcadian migrants
to New Zealand would have been more inﬂuenced by a native speaker who
heralded from Orkney, as had been the case with recruitment agents for the
Hudson’s Bay Company based in Stromness from the late 1800s.
The Reverend Charles Simmers Ogg: Presbyterian Minister and
Informed Lobbyist
The impressive numbers of Shetland women entertained at meetings scheduled
by Barclay could also have been inﬂuenced signiﬁcantly by the voluntary work
undertaken by the Reverend Charles Simmers Ogg in New Zealand. Similar
to Burns, he possessed highly effective networking skills and frequently
corresponded with other Presbyterian Ministers resident in Scotland. In a
letter dated 14 March 1873 to the Reverend James Barclay,110 Ogg focuses
entirely on female emigration from Shetland:
I especially ask you to bring the matter of emigration under the notice
of the young women of Yell, as we are greatly in need in New Zealand
of girls who would take the position of domestic servants … I want
you to try and send us here, from Yell, ﬁfty girls between the age of
sixteen and thirty ﬁve.111
Prior to his own migration to Wellington in the North Island Ogg had been
a Presbyterian minister in Shetland. During the period from 1861 to 1868,
he had also accompanied 138 Shetlanders from Fair Isle to a new colonial
settlement at Chatham, New Brunswick in North America.112 Ogg was born in
Aberdeenshire in 1833 and received his training at King’s College, Aberdeen.
He arrived in Wellington aboard the Jessie Readman on Sunday 15 December
1872 with a commission from the Church of Scotland to take charge of St
108
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Andrew’s Church in the city.113 His stipend amounted to ‘£350 of which the
Church of Scotland Colonial Committee contributed annually.’114 According
to the Centenary Souvenir of St Andrews Presbyterian Church 1840–1940,
Mr Ogg’s appointment was very acceptable to the ofﬁcers, and he soon
exerted an inﬂuence which largely increased the membership. In the ﬁrst
year of Mr Ogg’s ministry the revenue of the church rose from £115 to
£400. In September 1874, Mr Ogg received a letter from the Secretary
of the Colonial Committee approving of St Andrews connecting itself
with the Presbyterian Church of New Zealand.115
It is clear from copious entries in the Appendices to the Journals of the House of
Representatives for 1873 and 1874 that Ogg did not conﬁne himself entirely
to the rigorous and demanding work within his parish. His expert ﬁrst-hand
knowledge of migration from Shetland to Canada equipped him with the
appropriate skills to lobby government ofﬁcials and newspaper editors with
regard to Shetland migration to the Antipodes. Even though he had only
been resident in Wellington for less than a year, Ogg was able to identify
with emerging migratory trends much as Lang, Burns and Barclay had done
previously. For instance, he attested
There is a good deal of agitation in the minds of the Shetlanders at
present, on account of the resolutions of the Truck Commissioners,
and if the movement is improved by the agents of the New Zealand
Government a great many people might be induced to emigrate.116
It is also evident from his correspondence to the editor of the Wellington
Independent that Ogg was aware of Barclay’s appointment as an emigrant agent
for the New Zealand government:
The writer should be informed that the Rev. P. Barclay, late of Napier,
New Zealand recently visited Skye and other islands on the West Coast
of Scotland, with the view of promoting emigration to New Zealand
113
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from those places; and that for the information – or gratiﬁcation – of
the Highlanders he has his pamphlet on New Zealand translated into
Gaelic. I think I have seen copies of the Gaelic version of Mr Barclay’s
brochure even in Wellington.117

At a later juncture in the same correspondence Ogg used the opportunity to
allude to negative reports of the ineffectiveness of colonial emigrant agents:
It is easy to blame the agents who have the charge of the emigration
business at home for their want of success (if they have really been
unsuccessful); but reasonable and thoughtful people will inquire
whether the eager and illustrious volunteers who would gladly displace
the Agent-General, and all the agents would conduct emigration to
New Zealand any better than they had done.118
Ogg perceived himself as a volunteer; one who ‘would be happy to be of
service promoting the cause.’119 He advocated that the most inﬂuential manner
of recruitment lay not in the persuasive lecture or promotional booklet but
in the simple recommendation of established New Zealand settlers, thereby
intensifying chain migration.
A Special Settlement Scheme: Stewart Island in the South Island of
New Zealand
Following the passing of the Otago Settlement Act in 1871, the Superintendent
of Otago, James Macandrew was to ‘set apart 100,000 acres in Stewart
Island in the South Island of New Zealand as eligible for settlement and
colonisation.’120 According to the historian of Stewart Island, Basil Howard,
Macandrew telegraphed William Pearson, the Commissioner of Crown Lands
at Invercargill ‘advising him that the government wished to locate at Stewart
Island immigrants from the Orkney, Shetland or Western Isles’121 Pearson was
of the opinion that ‘Stewart Island is so singularly favourably situated for the
proper class of settlers that it is difﬁcult to determine what they could not
do.’122 Unfortunately, prospective Orcadian migrants did not share Pearson’s
optimism; those already settled at Stewart Island such as the Harrold, Traill
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and Leask families nicknamed the project ‘Pearson’s Paradise.’ Consequently,
the ‘Agent General limited the emigration ﬁeld to the Shetland Islands.’123
Barclay was supportive of this stance; Ogg disagreed however; given his
intimate knowledge of Shetland parishioners he asserted:
It would be very unwise to settle people from a remote place such
as the Shetland Islands in a special settlement, such as I see has
been contemplated at Stewart Island. It must be remembered that
a Shetlander, unless he has been out of his native islands, has never
seen a tree, scarcely a plough, that he is very ignorant, therefore, of a
great many of these arts which would be absolutely necessary in a new
settlement.124
It is worthwhile noticing that neither Barclay or Ogg appear to have focused on
Viking iconography in their communications regarding the Shetland Isles. In
sharp contrast Pearson painted a very romantic image of the islanders in their
prospective new settlement at Stewart Island: ‘Like the Vikings of old he [the
Shetlander] could steer his bark to the foreign shores and wage war on the seal
at the Auckland, Campbell and Macquarie Islands to the south.’125 The Special
Settlement appears to have been well publicised by New Zealand newspapers:
The General Government have made arrangements for a ship load of
immigrants from the Shetland and Orkney Islands for settlement on
Stewart Island. It is intended to erect barracks on the Township at Port
William which will be immediately proceeded with. These settlers will
be entitled to the free grants of land under the Settlement Act.126
Contemporary author and emigrant agent, James Adam initially conﬁrmed an
optimistic, if not unrealistic, view of the proposed scheme:
Stewart Island is destined to be the abode at no distant date of thousands
of Shetland and Orkney ﬁshermen, who will ﬁnd abundance of ﬁsh all
around the coast; and in stormy weather the bays and harbour will be
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found excellent ﬁshing grounds.127

Adam was misinformed regarding the participation of Orkney ﬁshermen but
records indicate an abundance of ﬁsh did exist in the region. Orcadian families
had proﬁted from the industry since the 1860s. Yet the ﬁve families and two
single men from Shetland who arrived aboard the Euterpe in April 1873 were
within months experiencing difﬁculties clearing the bush and adapting to a
totally alien environment. The ﬁshing technique that had proved so successful
in the islands was ‘quite useless in the south’128 Consequently, the Special
Settlement at Port William which had been heralded with fervid optimism
came to an end one short year after its foundation.129 Howard conﬁrmed the
‘ofﬁcial records are silent.’130 Yet both the newspapers and individuals such
as Adam openly blamed the Shetlanders themselves for the failure of an
enterprise which was, as Ogg had warned, doomed from its inception:
After two months, none of them had cleared an acre, or planted a
potato, caught a ﬁsh and yet the water is teeming with ﬁsh. I never heard
of insolence displaying itself in a more unworthy and objectionable
manner than had been done by these emigrant ﬁshermen at Port
William.131
Barclay, however, appears to have disregarded this criticism as a temporary
setback and was by October 1874 advocating the emigration of the entire
population of the Fair Isle to Stewart Island. In his attempts to lobby the New
Zealand government, Barclay was joined by William Elder, Secretary of the
recently formed Caithness and Sutherland Association. Elder has been born
in Orkney but had spent his formative years in Caithness, hence his interest in
the northern counties. Elder’s letter to the Hon. Minister for Immigration in
Wellington included mention of Barclay’s involvement and a plea to ‘transmit’
instruction to ‘your Special Emigration Agent, Mr Adam’ with regard to
migration from Fair Isle:
From Correspondence read at the last meeting of our Association, we
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ﬁnd that the inhabitants of the ‘Fair Island’ [an island midway between
Orkney and Shetland] are exceedingly anxious to emigrate en masse to
New Zealand; The Rev. Peter Barclay proposed to take these people to
Kirkwall, where they should give IOUs for the preliminary expenses, say
£3; but this Dr Featherston refuses to comply with. Our Association,
which has for the last twelve months been quietly – but yet we can say
without egotism certainly – helping the government in the emigration
scheme from the Northern Counties of Scotland.132
But the valiant attempts of Elder, Barclay and Adam were to be of no avail.
The population of the Fair Isle, constituting 240 individuals, eventually
declined the generous proposition of relocation to Stewart Island. It is feasible
to suggest that the unanimous decision was inﬂuenced by the failure of the
Shetland project in 1873.
By the late 1870s, both Barclay and Ogg disappear from the records
of emigration schemes involving the northern counties of Scotland. As
Butterworth conﬁrms, ‘the exodus from Shetland was completed within a
decade, between 1861-1888, the population dropped by 8,000, a quarter, most
of this occurred when the rate of migration was by many times the highest in
Scotland.’133
During the 1880s New Zealand experienced a crippling economic depression
and emigration from Great Britain slowed signiﬁcantly. Competition from
Australia lessened apart from Queensland, the latter being the last colony to
be offering assisted passages. The United States was also continuing to entice
signiﬁcant numbers of migrants to their shores, as recorded in a November
1881 edition of the Bruce Herald:
We ﬁnd that in July last 3,566 emigrants sailed from the Clyde, and that
of this number no fewer than 3,111 were bound for the States. For
Canada there were but 295, and for the whole of Australia and NZ only
twenty-six. The emigrant agents of the different States of America and
of American emigration companies are much better advertisers than
our Colonial agents.134
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Conclusion
The Disruption in the Established Presbyterian Church of Scotland in 1843
and the subsequent creation of colonial committees signiﬁcantly shaped
the lives and careers of the Reverends Lang, Burns, Barclay and Ogg. The
emotional turmoil would leave a legacy described by Jane Bannerman: ‘In
after days, when we gathered round the grand log ﬁre in the dear old manse
in Dunedin, we talked, oh, so often, of the Disruption Days.’135 The ethos
of the newly-created Free Church allowed for an entrepreneurial aspect to
emerge, which was subsequently incorporated into the colonial ministry.
Scottish Presbyterian ministers such as Lang, Burns, Barclay and Ogg were
well qualiﬁed, excellent communicators and diversiﬁed in their approach
to the projects of their day. All four men worked consistently to promote
emigration to the far-ﬂung shores of New Zealand from some of the most
isolated locations in Great Britain, including Orkney, Shetland and Fair Isle.
The more transnational approach adopted by Lang included the emigrant
ﬁelds of Australia and New Zealand; in fact Lang’s proposals for emigration to
New Zealand date from 1837. Lang also visited the United States of America
and Brazil in the 1840s. In total Lang circled the globe eight times during
his lifetime.136 Although often controversial in his public life, Lang possessed
the foresight to identify the potential of pioneering migrants from northern
Scotland, inclusive of Orkney and Shetland that was misunderstood by later
provincial governments in New Zealand. Lang, Burns and Barclay all shared
the ability to successfully evaluate changing environments and the experience
of having physically worked in the relevant migration ﬁelds. On one occasion
when Lang’s horse went lame, he recalled walking eighteen miles toward St
Vincent where ‘he nearly fainted before reaching his resting-place.’137
Burns has in recent years ‘received an unfavourable press from modern
historians’138 and yet his contemporary Adam found that ‘as an ecclesiastical
leader and far seeing man the Doctor had few equals.’139 Lang has been
described in the Scottish Dictionary of Church History and Theology as ‘a minister,
politician, journalist and emigrant agent.’140 In the last of these roles these
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ministers could be perceived to have acted as ‘spin doctors’ and yet their
liaison with government agencies and contemporary newspapers place them
more within the sphere of informed lobbyists. The power of the written word
is obvious in the work of Lang, Burns, Barclay and Ogg. According to White,
Lang wrote an ‘article for the press or at least a letter to the editor’ almost every
day of his life.141 Burns, as illustrated in this essay, was also well-known as a
proliﬁc letter writer prior to and following the Disruption in 1843. Barclay’s
Notes on New Zealand: For the Use of Emigrants successfully promoted the new
colony utilising factual data while his colleague Ogg utilised his knowledge of
Shetland and Shetlanders to lobby government ofﬁcials and editors of leading
newspapers. While adopting such strategies and means of communication,
all four Presbyterian ministers possessed sincere religious convictions and
knowledge of the migratory trends from the United Kingdom that permitted
them to be an integral part of the peopling of both New Zealand and Australia
in the nineteenth century.
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Celt, Gael or English? British Ethnic Empathy to
Indigenes in the Empire from the Records of British
Battalions in the Sub-Continent
Peter Karsten

Many Britons migrated or were dispatched to its colonies over the centuries:
Crown ofﬁcials, paid defenders, settlers and tradesmen, indentured servants,
and transported convicts. They were English, Welsh, Scots-Irish, Lowland
Scots, Catholic Irish (‘Celts’), and Highlanders (‘Gaels’). Many encountered
indigenous people there. Scholars have debated how Celts interacted with
indigenous people in the Empire. Irish Celtic and Scottish Highlander land had
been taken by the English and their Lowland Scot and Welsh associates. By the
1750s Irish Catholics, though a distinct majority of those inhabiting Ireland,
owned only 5% of the land. In that same era, the Crown stripped Highland
chiefs of their authority, and their Highland tenants were steadily displaced
by the introduction of more proﬁt-generating Cheviot sheep and deer parks
for Lowland Scot and English owners.1 Did their collective experience and
memory of English oppression lead them to identify with the oppression of
Indigenes they may have observed in the Empire?
Many such Celts served willingly as military agents of British imperial rule.
As a result, ‘Irish Catholics [and] Highland Scots were subaltern peoples at
home who also took part in imperial ventures abroad: they were both subordinate and dominant.’2 How did they regard Indigenes when they ‘ventured’
abroad? The question was raised in an issue of The Journal of Irish and Scottish
Studies entitled ‘Exceptional People? Irish and Scots on the Frontier’ (2009), and at a
conference on the subject the next year that led to Irish and Scottish Encounters
1
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with Indigenous Peoples (2013).3 My review of that volume in The Journal of British
Studies in 2014 asked how the interactions of Celts and Indigenes compared
to the interactions of non-Celtic British folk with Indigenes? Were Celts more
or less likely than their English counterparts to have been empathetic with the
plight of indigenous peoples in the Diaspora?4
That question has not been systematically answered. Those who have
addressed it disagree on the manner in which Highlander Gaels and Catholic
Irish (termed ‘Celts’ here) interacted with Indigenes. Some writers have
pointed to the similarities between the cultures of Highland Gaels and Native
Americans, and to their mutual sense that their cultures were in danger of
extinction.5 Other authors have argued that Highlanders and Celtic Irish were
more compassionate and open towards Indigenes than were their English counterparts. Colin Calloway points to the similarities in the plight of Highlander
and Indigenous North American cultures and offers speciﬁc examples of
Highlander soldiers’ empathy and identiﬁcation with indigenous Americans,
and Highlander-Indian marriages.6 Ann McGrath offers similar observations
about Irish interactions with Australian Aborigines, but then adds this key
qualiﬁer: “Among the ‘good,’ downtrodden Irish fathers and humanitarian
heroes were also plenty of violent and corrupt police, rapacious frontiersmen,
timber getters and boat crew, unscrupulous and murderous squatters, and
dubious missionaries.’7 Arthur Herman contends that ‘In one colonial setting after another, Scots proved themselves far better able to get along with
3
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people of another culture and color than their English counterparts.’8 Michael
Fry concurs: ‘There was nothing more striking than the afﬁnity of Scots and
native Americans … The generosity and freedom of both peoples made a
mutual appeal to them across the racial barrier.’9 However neither author
identiﬁed ‘Scots’ exclusively as ‘Highlanders,’ and in their accounts they were
clearly not exclusively Highlanders.
Some historians have questioned the generalizing of such claims. Hiram
Morgan argued that the Irish, ‘far from empathizing with Indigenous people
overseas, were as brutal as any other white colonizers.10 But how did Celts/
Gaels in the lands of the British Empire compare to English in those same
lands with regard to their treatment of Indigenous people? Did either group
notably lack empathy towards Indigenes? Were they more empathetic, based
on their historical mistreatment by the dominant English, or less so, once
they were deemed acceptable within the broader British ‘white’ community?
Relative Depravation/Relative Gratiﬁcation Theory would predict the later: It
indicates that those on the bottom of a totem-pole status ladder tend to take
pride in their status inclusion and regard themselves as superior to those not
so included.11
Gaining insight into British interactions with Indigenes requires the ferreting out of information from published recollections, letters home, and
unpublished archival manuscript collections. But this sort of evidence of
Celtic and English interactions with Indigenes in the Empire are site and circumstance speciﬁc.12 This study does not question any case-speciﬁc ﬁndings
of those who have reported on Celtic/Gael interactions with Indigenes at particular moments of time in speciﬁc places in the Empire. But Irish immigrants
tended to arrive at later dates than their English and Scottish counterparts,
rendering their interactions with Indigenes less comparable. Both English and
Scots arrived earlier than the Irish in New Zealand, the Canadian settlements,
and the colonies that became the United States. Thus, English and Scots took
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the lead in displacing the Indigenous people of those lands. How could we
then compare them sensibly to the Irish interactions there?
We need to analyze sufﬁcient data collected from a time-speciﬁc region
where all the subjects of the analyses were present. Our comparisons should
be in locations where both Celts and non-Celts were present for identical durations for such comparative purposes. That location is the Indian
Subcontinent in the era of British India, where region-speciﬁc units of the
British Army were stationed in large numbers simultaneously for extended
periods of time.
Hypotheses Regarding the Treatment of Indigenous People by Celtic,
Gaelic and English Army Personnel in India
There are four hypotheses that might be proven by this study. These, simply
stated, are
1. Catholic Irish and Scottish Highlander soldiers, were more empathetic
and less abusive of natives in India than their English counterparts
2. Celtic/Gaelic soldiers were less empathic and more abusive of natives
in India than their English counterparts, due to the role that Relative
Deprivation/Relative Gratiﬁcation Theory played in this situation,
wherein a group feeling deprived, identiﬁes another group lower on its
totem pole, and experiences satisfaction in being better off than that
group, sometimes leading to its taking actions to accent that superiority,
and the concept of access to the construct of Whiteness as described
in interdisciplinary studies of that phenomenon.13
3. There were no differences in the rates that these ethno-religious soldiers
treated native Indians.
4. There are no relevant entries found.
Alan Skelley wrote that ‘in the colonies’ British redcoats ‘were the leading edge
of British civilization, and [they] left deep and lasting impressions upon those
societies with which they came in contact.’14 Richard Ross-Lewin, a Munster
clergyman, rhymed of their role in the conquest of the Indian Subcontinent:
To Celt & Scot & Saxon
13

14

Davis, ‘Theory of Relative Deprivation’; Stephen Middleton, David R. Roediger and
Donald M. Shaffer (eds), The Construction of Whiteness: An Interdisciplinary Analysis of
Race Formation and the Meaning of White Identity (Mississippi, 2006).
Alan Skelley, The Victorian Army at Home: The Recruitment and Terms and Conditions of the
British Regular, 1859–1899 (London, 1977), 19.

54

Peter Karsten
That Empire was decreed,
‘Twas won by Irish soldiers
Of the grand old ﬁghting breed.15

How did Catholic Irish and Highland Scottish soldiers compare to their nonCeltic soldier-counterparts when they encountered Indigenes in colonial
India? These soldiers were not permanent sojourners like the indentured servants, transported convicts, and settlers who usually left the British Isles for
good. But the soldiers did spend several years there, and they interacted to one
extent or another with those ‘native’ to the Subcontinent.
In 1878 Frank O’Donnell, a leader in Parnell’s Home Rule organization,
called for a ‘coalition with the oppressed natives in India.’ In February 1880
an Indian-owned newspaper, Bengalee, had expressed a more speciﬁc sensitivity: ‘Between Ireland and India there ought to exist the closest relations of
sympathy and mutual regard.’16 Alfred Webb (treasurer of the Irish National
League and ex–president of the Indian National Congress) articulated a
standard for those in the Imperial service in India for Irish civil servants and
military personnel bound for India in 1897:
Heavy responsibility is laid upon us … Irishmen enter the army, are
drafted to India, and draw Indian pay. Irishmen in civil life push their
fortunes there. Irishmen compete in the Indian examinations, attain
the highest positions of usefulness and honour, and retire to spend at
home ample pensions drawn from Indian taxpayers … We could not
barter the opportunity of inﬂuencing for good, in accordance with our
various consciences, the future of Hindoostan.17
And in the same year that Webb offered his call to Irish deployed to India,
a speaker at a ‘Parnellite Convention’ in Dublin went a bit further when he
maintained that ‘the Irish people … sympathized with the natives of India
ﬁghting against England, and … called for cheers for them.’ It is not surprising
that Englishman Robert Sterndale’s novel The Afghan Knife (1879), about the
15
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threat to British control of the Subcontinent in the northwest, described a
dangerous ﬁgure in the plot as ‘a sort of Mahomedan Fenian.’18
Would soldiers in the six predominantly Catholic Irish regiments have
been empathetic to the indigenous people of the Subcontinent? And what of
their Highlander counterparts, also long suspected by English leaders due to
that population’s rebellious past? We can subject these questions to systematic
analysis, testing these four hypotheses.
Testing the Conﬂicting Views: The British Army in India, 1878–1912
The test of these hypotheses utilizes court-martial records of British battalions
stationed in India from 1878 to 1912. In 1879 Britain’s Indian Army consisted of 60,341 British and 123,254 indigenous soldiers. Battalions of some
forty-seven different British regiments, constituting most of the British in the
Indian Army, were deployed from Britain to the Subcontinent throughout
these decades: Six Irish, four Highlander, two Welsh, and thirty-two Lowland
Scot and English regiments,19 as well as three regiments (the Riﬂe Brigade, the
18
19
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Munster Fusiliers; the Royal Irish Riﬂes (83rd and 86th Foot); the Royal Irish Fusiliers
(‘The Faughs’); and the Connaught Rangers. There were many Celtic Irish in the
108th (Madras Infantry) regiment that merged with the 27th Inniskilling Foot in 1881
to form the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, but I checked for distinctive Catholic-Irish
surnames when the accused belonged to that regiment to try to verify his ethnicity.
Similarly, the Royal Irish Riﬂes as such, as it was comprised of men from the counties
of Antrim, Down and Louth, with elements from Dublin and drew upon many
Scotch-Irish as well as Catholic Irish; hence I have counted only those with distinctive
Catholic-Irish surnames in this comparison with English soldiers.
Highlander: The Black Watch; the Gordon Highlanders; the Seaford Highlanders; and
the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. (I have not included the King’s Own Scottish
Borderers; the Royal Scots Fusiliers; the Highland Light Infantry; or the Scottish
Riﬂes in this analysis, as units of several were originally created to contain or combat
Highlanders and all were recruited chieﬂy from Lowland Scots.)
Welsh: The Royal Welsh Fusiliers and the South Wales Borderers.
English/Lowland Scot: The Worcestershire; the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry;
the Royal Sussex; the Essexshire; the East Lancashire; the North Lancashire; the
King’s Shropshire Light Infantry; the Yorkshire; the East Yorkshire; the West
Yorkshire; the Bedfordshire; the Northumberland; the Middlesex; the Royal West
Kent; the South Staffordshire; the Norfolkshire; the Cheshire; the Manchester; the
Dorsetshire; the Derbyshire; the Oxford Light Infantry; the Wiltshire; the East
Surrey; the East Suffolk; the Durhamshire; the Berkshire; the Cambridgeshire;
the Liverpool; the Glostershire; the King’s Royal Riﬂe Corps (later renamed the
Green Jackets); the Border Regiment (comprised of the former Cumberland &
Westmoreland regiments); the York and Lancaster regiment; and the 7th Royal
Fusiliers (later City of London regiment); as well as the aforementioned Highland
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Royal Regiment of Artillery and the Royal Horse Artillery) comprised of men
recruited from throughout the British Isles.
Those personnel detected in the act of ill-treating ‘natives’ in a manner
violating Army regulations were subjected to disciplinary action. Such measures resulted in well over 400 District Courts-Martial trials and several General
Courts-Martial in the various posts throughout the Subcontinent where Army
regimental units were stationed in the years from 1878 to 1912. The names and
ratings of such defendants, their units and unit locations, the offense(s) under
which they were tried, and the court’s decisions, were recorded chronologically
in large volumes by the British Army Judge Advocate General’s clerks, and
are held in the National Archives at Kew, as War Ofﬁce Record Groups WO
88/1-5 (District Courts-Martial, 1878–1897), and WO 90/7 (General CourtsMartial, 1879–1920).20
These records prove to be the most complete and, fortuitously, the most
appropriate ones available to answer the questions posed here. They also
cover ideal years for the sort of analysis required, inasmuch as they occurred
after the adoption of the reforms secured by Secretaries of State for War
Edward Cardwell and Hugh Childers. Cardwell secured legislation in 1872
reducing the duration of service for regimental service in colonial posts outside of India, thus increasing the future numbers and duration of units within
India. Childers adopted Cardwell’s plan to merge regular regiments with
home volunteer and militia units, basing them, and localizing their recruiting
to their home counties. Under this localization scheme, England was divided
into sixty-six Regimental Districts, based on county boundaries and population density. The county militia battalions of the district were linked to these
regular infantry regiments, which were comprised of two battalions sharing a
depot and associated recruiting area, with one remaining in the British Isles
to recruit and train; the other (numbering about 800 rank and ﬁle personnel)
was deployed overseas.21 In 1881 the War Ofﬁce began localized recruitment

20

21

Light Infantry; the Scottish Riﬂes; and the Royal Scots Fusiliers. Arthur Swinson
(ed.) A Register of the Regiments and Corps of the British Army (London, 1972) 189, 203,
204, 210.
The vast majority of the ﬁve volumes (WO 88/1–5) of courts-martial (approximately
23,000) were District Courts-Martial in India (a few in Rangoon) from 1878 through
1897. A separate volume of General Courts-Martial (WO 90/7) contained a much
smaller number of recorded charges against British Army ofﬁcers and men in the
Subcontinent from 1877 to 1914 (as well as about eighty additional General Courtsmartial charges from 1917 to 1920 for men in units in the Middle East).
E. M. Spiers, The Army and Society, 1815–1914 (London, 1980), 180–9; Swinson,
Register of the Regiments, xl–xli.) Some regiments that saw frequent service in India
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advertising in high circulation newspapers. Seventy-ﬁve of these papers were
provincial English ones, twenty-ﬁve Scottish, twenty-seven Irish and ten
Welsh.22
The Irish, Welsh, and Highlander regiments were already essentially ‘localized’ for our purposes; the Cardwell reforms meant that most of the English
regiments would have many such ‘local’ characteristics too. This increased the
likelihood in the years covered in this analysis that the men belonging to the
battalions deployed in India who were charged with ‘assaulting (or ‘stealing’)
from ‘a native’ had a signiﬁcant likelihood of being either Celtic Irish, Scottish
Highlander, Welsh, or English depending on the regiment they were afﬁliated
with.23
By the 1850s the quality of the East India Company’s army ofﬁcers had
declined; their treatment of their indigenous troops was uneven. Consequently,
after the suppression of the Indian Mutiny of 1857-8, the EIC forces were
transferred and amalgamated with existing British units under British command. Military personnel abusing ‘natives’ was not as tolerated in the Army as
it had been under the EIC, or was to be in the late nineteenth century in the
Crown’s Indian courts. And in this same time period, British military courts
imposed heavier punishments for interracial attacks than did its civilian courts
in colonial India.24

22
23

24

may have been linked often enough in an Indian community to form enough of an
attachment to it to warrant later recognition of one kind or another. For example,
for some time the 13th (1st Somersetshire Prince Albert’s Light Infantry) Regiment
of Foot had been stationed in Jellalabad, India. When that regiment was made one
of the 66 localized such English regiments in 1878, its new home in Taunton, built
between 1879 and 1881, was given the name Jellalabad Barracks.
Streets, Martial Races, 103, 106–08.
Alan Skelley’s compilations of the rosters of regiments located in Scotland in these
years detected a number of men not as clearly recruited from these locales, some from
the very regions I sought to distinguish from my two comparative populations. So I
checked the surname of the accused against the battalion he belonged to in the WO
Courts-Martial records. Skelley, The Victorian Army at Home, 329–33. The ‘localization’
of recruiting in England was not a perfect indication of a recruit’s regional residence,
in part due to the merger of English units from different areas, and in part due to
fact that the initial disproportionate number of barracks were located in the South of
England, while many recruits came from the more industrial center. See Brian Bond,
‘The Effect of the Cardwell Reforms in Army Organization, 1874–1904’, Royal
United Services Institution Journal, 515–24; Keegan, ‘British Regimental Organization’ in
Swinson (ed.), Register of the Regiments, xlix, 1. But this would not signiﬁcantly matter
with regard to the recruit’s ethnic membership so long as his surname was not clearly
of a Celtic/Gael character.
Jordanna Bailkin, ‘The Boot and the Spleen: When was Murder Possible in British
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So it is not surprising that 424 soldiers in British Army battalions were
charged with crimes of assaulting or stealing from ‘natives’ in these years.25
There is also evidence that this reduced ofﬁcer mistreatment of indigenous
soldiers: Captain I. Monay Simons, serving in the 24th Bengal Light Infantry,
was tried by General Court-Martial and Reprimanded in 1881 for ‘having a
Sepoy ﬂogged without sufﬁcient authority on his posterior instead of his
back, thus disgracing him in the eyes of his comrades.’26
In some thirty-one cases involving soldier assaults upon or thefts from
‘natives’ the court returned ‘not guilty’ verdicts – over 8 per cent of all such
types of courts-martial detected. This was a slightly higher rate than those
involving non-Indigenous-related charges. Both this fact, and the relatively
low percentage of charges involving ill treatment of those referred to in the
records as ‘natives,’ (only about 2 per cent of all such offenses charged in
these records) can be explained: Most of the charges against soldiers in India
involved issues of military discipline, most of them occurring within the
conﬁnes of army barracks. These included such things as ‘failure to report
for parade’, ‘feigning disease’, ‘creating a disturbance in the barracks’ (often
accompanied by the charge ‘drunk’), ‘theft from a comrade’, assaulting a
comrade’, ‘insubordination’, ‘insolent language to a superior’, ‘refusal to obey
order’, ‘asleep on sentry duty’, ‘absence from duty’, ‘desertion’, ‘theft from regimental funds’, ‘escaping conﬁnement’, ‘losing/selling/damaging one’s riﬂe/
equipment’, ‘embezzlement’, and ‘attempting suicide.’
The propensity of such on-the-post charges and the infrequency of offpost ones against ‘natives’ are understandable. As Alan Skelley observed of
this Victorian Army, ‘the potential for enforcement [of military laws] in the
army was greater [than it would have been in the civilian world outside of the
domain of military discipline] since every soldier movement was monitored
by his superiors and powers of arrest were formidable … Logically, therefore,
for many [on-base] disciplinary offenses there is no possibility of unreported
crime.’27 Ian Stuart Kelly made the same point with regard to the Highland
regiments when he noted that their ofﬁcers exercised ‘controls over their men
which civilian employers or authorities never could.’28
25

26
27
28

India?’ Comparative Studies in Society and History, 48 (2006), 464.
Nile Green, Islam and the Army of Colonial India (Cambridge, 2009), 101, 140–3; E. M.
Spiers, ‘The Late Victorian Army, 1868–1914’ in Ian Beckett and David G. Chandler
(eds), The Oxford Illustrated History of the British Army (Oxford, 1994), 192.
WO 90/7,10, January 1881.
Skelley, The Victorian Army at Home, 103
Ian Stuart Kelly, Echoes of Success: Identity and the Highland Regiments (Leiden, 2015),
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In this analysis of charges leveled in India, an additional complicating element would have been present – the possible inability of the victims and
witnesses to speak or write in English, and the possible inadequacy of good
translators to be utilized throughout the Subcontinent. This would have led
to fewer actual courts-martial, as well as the slightly higher percentage of
acquittals involving offenses against ‘natives.’ However this did not necessarily
skew the results presented here which are based on the ethnic identity of the
assailant as this propensity towards the innocent verdict would be relatively
evenly distributed across all the surveyed court cases.
There were forty-four area-speciﬁc battalions of the British Army that
saw service on the Subcontinent in these late nineteenth-century decades: ten
Celtic Irish and Highlander; two Welsh; and thirty-two English and Lowland
Scots. Put in percentages, some 22.7 per cent of these units were Celtic Irish
or Highlander, 4.5 per cent were Welsh, and 72.7 per cent were English or
Lowland Scots. (See Table 1)
Between 1876 and 1898 ﬁgures from the General Annual Returns of the
British Army indicate that the percentage of ‘Roman Catholics’ in the Army
averaged 19.5 per cent of all personnel, the percentage of ‘Irish’ averaged
16.5 per cent, those of ‘Scots’ 8.1 per cent, and those of ‘English,’ 74.2 per
cent. Since some ‘Roman Catholic’ soldiers were Highlanders or English,
some ‘Irish’ soldiers were not Catholics, and some Scots in Highland regiments were not Highlanders, I estimated that the percentage of Celtic Irish
and Highlanders in the Army in these years was somewhere between 21 and
23 per cent of the Army; those who were non-Catholic Lowland Scots or
non-Catholic Scots-Irish or English to be about 76-78 per cent 29 (See Tables

29

103. See also Table 4.3 at ibid., 112, on ‘Major crimes within Highland battalions,
1882, 1898, 1904, showing ‘on-duty’ related offenses like absence-without-leave,
drunkenness on duty, fraud, and insubordination, to have constituted all but about
6 per cent of all courts-martials, leaving only ‘theft’ (many of which would have
occurred ‘in barracks,’ as were clearly many ‘theft’ offenses I noticed in my analysis
of the CM records utilized).
Skelley, The Victorian Army at Home, 315; General Annual Return of the British Army for
the Year 1889: Parliamentary Papers: 1890, XLIII (Accounts and Papers), Vol. 1111),
84, 115.
Religions of the Groups: The westernmost parts of the Highlands had been proselytized
by Catholic priests from Ireland in the seventeenth century, and Highland priests
were trained in the eighteenth century. The Established Presbyterian Church in
Scotland did not support the Highlander cause during ‘the Forty-Five,’ and lost
what little it had acquired by then of Highland parishioners. But itinerant evangelical
missionaries regained many of those losses in the early 19th century. See D. Canon
MacLean, ‘Catholicism in the Highlands and Isles, 1560–1680’, Innes Review, 3 (1952),
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2 & 3) The rest were Welsh, whom I am treating as a separate group from the
two main subject populations, both because their numbers are small, and as
that ethic group had not suffered in the same centuries as had the Catholic
Irish and Highland Scots. And by the nineteenth century, the Welsh were overwhelmingly Methodists.
The ‘Highland’ regiments by the mid-ninteenth century had inadequate
volunteers from their traditional recruiting region, but by the early 1880s, the
public praise of their unit’s performances in the Subcontinent wars by the
Commander-in-Chief of her Majesty’s army in India, Sir Frederick Roberts,
led to a rise in recruiting successes. As one observer noted in the 1880s: ‘there
is a mighty strength-giving power in the traditions of a crack regiment …
which must never be dishonoured … On every recruit who joins a Highland
regiment is thrown the honour of the corps.’30 Volunteer for a fabled regiment; adopt the traditions and mannerisms of that regiment.
In March 1903 the Indian newspaper Hitavadi complained of the treatment
of subcontinent Indigenes by British soldiers: ‘Will no steps be taken to protect the people of this country from these brute-like European soldiers?’ Lord
Curzon, the British Governor-General of India, agreed, writing to Secretary
of State George Hamilton in February 1904: ‘You can scarcely imagine what a
terror the British soldier has made of himself to natives, both in the neighborhood of cantonments and when on the march …’31 John Pearman, a veteran
of thirteen years of service in India in the King’s Own Light Dragoons, later
observed ‘India was to the White man a free Country we Could go where we
liked no Trespass out there.’32 Those who felt this way may have regarded
themselves as armed with a kind of license to act in ways they would not have
regarded as acceptable in the British Isles. And so it was, and had been for

30

31

32

5–13; Mary McHugh, ‘The Religious Condition of the Highlands and Islands in
the Mid-Eighteenth Century’, Innes Review, 35 (1984), 12–20; Christine Johnson,
Developments in the Roman Catholic Church in Scotland, 1789–1829 (Edinburgh, 1983);
George Robb, ‘Popular Religion and the Christianization of the Scottish Highlands
in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries’, The Journal of Religious History, 16
(1990), 18–34.
James Cromb, The Highland Brigade: Its Battles and Its Heroes (1886), 137–45; Eric
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds), The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, 1983);
Matthew P. Dziennik, The Fatal Land: War, Empire, and the Highland Soldier in British
America (New Haven, 2015).
Elizabeth Kolsky, ‘The Colonial Rule of Law and the Legal Regime of Exception:
Frontier “Fanaticism” and State Violence in Colonial India’, American Historical
Review, 120 (2015), 199.
Carolyn Steedman, The Radical Soldier’s Tale: John Pearman, 1819–1908 (London 1988),
208–9
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some time: Some 424 men belonging to one or another of these forty-seven
battalions in the years from 1878 to the early twentieth century were charged
with offenses against natives – 268 charged with assaulting natives; ﬁfty-three
charged with both assaulting and robbing natives; and 103 charged solely with
stealing from or destroying a native’s property.
If ‘the native’33 was ‘assaulted’, he/she was ‘forcibly’ or ‘violently’ robbed,
‘maliciously wounded’, or ‘ill-treated’, at times by ‘kicking’,34 ‘throwing a boot’
at him, hitting her ‘with a stone’, ‘inciting a dog to bite’ him, ‘beating him
with a stick’, ‘ﬁring at him with a riﬂe’, ‘striking him with a fork’, ‘indecently
assaulting’,35 ‘feloniously killing’, or ‘committing rape upon’ a native girl or
woman. In two instances soldiers were charged with ‘standing in’ or ‘striding
down’ a public road ‘with drawn sword, using threatening language’, and the
implication was that those being threatened were ‘natives.’36 In some seventeen
of these theft or assault charges the accused was also charged with having
been ‘drunk’.
A further distinction: Several long-established British regular regiments
were the ones whose battalions were deployed in combat-related crises in in
these decades. For example, four Cavalry units (the 9th Queen’s Royal Lancers;37
the 19th Prince of Wales’ Own Hussars; the 6th Inniskilling Dragoons; and the
5th Royal Irish Lancers) were present in India in 1878-9 solely to ﬁght in the 2nd
33

34
35

36

37

The ‘native’ was sometimes more speciﬁcally identiﬁed further as a Parsee, Sikh,
hamildar (native police inspector), havildar or sepoy (terms for Indian soldiers),
sukha (cook), coolie, servant, shopkeeper, policeman, constable, soldier, driver,
baker, sweeper, hawker, bearer, woman, girl, boy, or railway worker.
Bailkin, ‘The Boot and the Spleen’, 462–93
WO/88/3/1893, J. Proctor, West Yorkshires; WO/2/1886, J. Priestley, West Riding;
WO88/2/1887, S. Shandley, Middlesex; WO88/4/1896,W. Nightingale, Shropshire
L I. (All from English battalions.)
The charge of ‘inciting a dog to bite him’ against Private Thomas Conner of the
Seaforth Highlanders, in 1887, National Archives, WO 88/2, 44. The sole charge
of having killed a native was against Private Joseph Bowen, of the King’s Own
Borderers, 16 Jan. 1882, in Umballa. WO 90/7. The sole rape charge of a ‘native
woman’ detected was leveled against Private William Sullivan of the Royal Scots in
1880, in Secunderabad. WO 88/1, p. 106. Those charged with having drawn a sword
and threatened ‘natives’ were Bugler Michael Ray, Somerset Light Infantry, 1883, WO
88/1, 239; and Piper John Lawrie, 25th Foot (King’s Own Scottish Borderers), 1880,
WO 88/1, 88.
This was the regiment, some of whose men were later accused in 1902 of having
severely beaten its Indian cook, causing his death. Lord Curzon, Governor-General,
treated the 9th Lancers punitively for the unit’s having collectively dismissed the
criminality of the act. Michael Edwardes, High Noon of Empire: India under Curzon
(London, 1965), 178; Bailkin, ‘The Boot and the Spleen’, 484–5.
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Anglo-Afghan War (1878-80). For the most part, these units were soon withdrawn thereafter and consequently contributed only one accused personnel
to the numbers in this analysis. The battalions whose members were charged
with crimes against Indigines were those stationed in safer roles. They were
less ‘seasoned’ than the older regiments and could best be deployed abroad
as garrison forces in the more placid areas of the Subcontinent.38 Those stationed units closer to the potential combat zone in that era, eleven on the
Afghan frontier at the Khyber Pass (at Peshawar), and one within the frontier
itself during the 2nd Afghan War (at Jellalabad) accounted for only twelve of
the 424 charges made against British soldiers in these decades, less than 3 per
cent of the total.
Comparisons Controlling for Durations of Stay
In order to compare properly these courts-martial charges against Celtic and
non-Celtic individuals in battalions some of which had been stationed in the
Subcontinent at different periods of time, the data needs to correlate to the
duration of each battalion’s stay.39 Three of the non-Celtic regiments deployed
battalions were assigned to India for over twenty years: The King’s Own
Scottish Borderers; The Bedfordshires; and The Somersetshires. Several other
regiments deployed battalions for over ten years: The Connaught Rangers;
The Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers; The King’s Own Liverpool; The Cheshires;
The Duke of Cambridge’s Own Middlesex; The Duke of Cornwall’s Light
Infantry; The Durham Light Infantry; and The York and Lancasters.40 The
results of the average duration-of-stay in the Subcontinent of the various
ethnic battalions appear in Table 4. In as much as English units served for
somewhat longer periods of time per capita than Celtic ones, the Celtic
offenses against ‘natives’ are weighted proportionately (by about 13 per cent)
in any comparisons to the non-Celtic ones.
There were 327 men in the ‘localized’ battalions that I was reasonably
conﬁdent in identifying as either Celtic/Gael or otherwise. Some 110 (36 per
38

39

40

The sources drawn on here are Swinson’s Register of the Regiments; the annual courts–
martial records themselves; websites of the various regimental museums, and their
Wikipedia websites.
Among the sources of such information were Swinson’s Register of the Regiments; the
annual courts-martial records themselves; the websites of the various regimental
museums, and their Wikipedia websites.
The website of the South Wales Borderers explains with regard to the 1st battalion’s
deployment in India in the late nineteenth century, ‘as with most British battalions
posted to India, it was a lengthy stay.’
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cent of the total) were attached to one or another of the ten Celtic Irish and
Highlander units in India, charged with crimes of assaulting or stealing from
‘a native.’ Some 10½ individuals41 (3.4 per cent of the total) belonged to the
two Welsh battalions, and the ﬁnal 187 (61 per cent of the total) so charged
belonged to the thirty English or two Lowland Scots battalions (see Table 5).
These forty-four battalions had distinctly localized recruiting areas, but men
attached to battalions of the Riﬂe Brigade, the Royal Horse Artillery, and the
Royal Artillery were drawn from throughout the British Isles. As ninety-six
men from these units were court-martialed for ‘assaults on natives’ or ‘theft
from natives’, comparisons between those whose surnames suggested either
Celtic or English heritage can provide a rough check on our larger comparative analysis of the regiments with distinctly localized populations. Of those
whose ethnicity could be identiﬁed, thirty-one accused men in the three artillery and riﬂe brigades (33 per cent of the total) had Celtic Irish or Highlander
41

Some charges were ambiguous: How was one to interpret the several charges of
‘housebreaking’, ‘burglary’, ‘stealing from a dwelling’, ‘theft from a merchant’,
or ‘robbery with violence’ without the additional term ‘of a native?’ Most of the
locations where these units were stationed and the man’s offense recorded were towns
or cities: Agra, Allalabad (also recorded as Allahmabad), Bangalore, Barrackpore,
Benares, Bareilly, Baroda, Bombay, Cawnpore, Candahar, Chakrata, Cherat, Calcutta,
Decca, Dehli, Deesa, Dinapore, Dum Dum (near Calcutta), Ferozepore, Fyzabad,
Ghansi, Intagh, Jalandhar, Jubbulpore, Jullundur, Jellalabad, Kailaina, Karachi (also
recorded as Kurrachee), Kirkee, Kuldara (also recorded as Kuldana), Kamplice,
Ludhiana, Lucknow, Madras, Meerat, Mooltan, Mandalay, Mhow, Murnee, Nasirabad,
Nowgong, Pondicherry, Peshawar, Quetta, Ranikhet, Rangoon, Rawalpindi, Rookee,
Rutlam, Satara, Serinagapatan, Sialkot, Subatha, Secunderabad, Sitapura, and
Umballa. Soldiers may have had occasion to ‘break and enter’ shops or homes of
‘natives’ in such cities and towns, whereas they would not have been likely to do
so if stationed in Army cantonments, or hill fortiﬁcations where other units were
located (such as at Belgaum, Bellary, Cheral, Simla, Solan, Dagshai, Sabathina, Fort
St Thomas, Ft Mount, Ft Attack, Camp Malakand, Kamptee, Khyra Gully, Kohat,
Murree, Nowshera, Poona, Subathu, and Thayetmyo). I gave half-point weight to
ambiguous charges like these in town and cities, but no weight to those recorded as
having occurred in Army cantonments, or garrison fortiﬁcations. One useful source
on these differences in battalion locations is Diana M. Henderson, Highland Soldier:
A Social Study of Highland Regiments, 1820-1920 (Edinburgh, 1989), 183–9. Similarly, I
discounted (counting them as ½) the sixteen instances where I was less than certain
of whether the offense of ‘housebreaking’ or ‘burglary’ had targeted on a ‘native.’
And when the individual charged was a Celtic soldiers, or a Scots-Irish or Lowland
Scot with a surname that could be mistaken as Celtic (a question I faced when coding
men belonging to one of the three regiments not ‘localized’ in the British Isles), I
coded such individuals charged with either assaulting or stealing from a ‘native,’ with
only a ‘one-half ’ weight. I half-weighted thirty of those as ‘Celtic,’ ﬁve as ‘Welsh,’ and
ﬁfty-six as ‘English.
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surnames; four (4.5 per cent of the total) had Welsh surnames; and ﬁfty-eight
(62.5 per cent of the total) had English surnames. To compare these two ethnically identiﬁable and ‘British-Isles-wide populations I produced a common
denominator for the ﬁgures derived from the ethnically-identiﬁed offenses
data. When we compare 109.5/10 and 184/32, we convert the former: to
350.4/32 versus 184/32, and then to calculate the ratio of the two numeratoroffenses: 350.4/184 or 1.9.
The next step was to produce a similar common denominator for the Celtic
and English surname offense data in the three British-wide battalions (33/22
per cent Celtic versus 62.5/76 per cent English, which becomes 75.9/76
versus 62.5/76, a difference of 75.9/62.5, or 1.214). Blending the two results,
a 90 per cent difference in the forty-two ethnically-identiﬁed battalions and
21.4 per cent difference in the three British-wide ones (or 90/42 compared
to 21.4/3, the former being fourteen times larger than as the latter), we ﬁnd
that Celts were overrepresented in the offenses against ‘natives’ data by 85.4
per cent (90 x 42 = 3780, 21.4 x 3 = 64.2; the sum of these two numerators
(3844.2), divided by the total-battalions denominator (45).
The percentage of Catholic Irish and Highland Scottish belonging to both
the forty-four battalions distinctly identiﬁed by speciﬁc regions of the British
Isles and the three Artillery and Riﬂe Brigade units, accused of assaulting or
stealing from ‘native’ inhabitants of the Subcontinent, can be seen to have
been larger (by about 85 per cent) than the presence of these groups in the
Army units in India throughout the years studied would predict. And when
we weight these data by the average time each ethnic group’s battalions spent
in India, the margin between the Celtic offenses and the non-Celtic ones is
widened by another 13 per cent, to nearly 100 per cent.
Could the ofﬁcers of the distinctly Catholic-Irish and Scottish Highlander
battalions have been more inclined to charge their men with such crimes than
ofﬁcers in distinctly English battalions? Such suspicions regarding the ofﬁcers
of these units would face contrary evidence provided in two studies (of the
relationship between Highlander and Irish ofﬁcers commanding Catholic
Irish and their men) on this question. And most charges were made, not by
their regimental ofﬁcers, but by provost-marshal ofﬁcers acting on the reports
of their members in the ﬁeld.42
Thus the second hypothesis clearly ﬁts the data – Celtic soldiers were more abusive towards the Indigenous people of the Subcontinent than were English (and Lowland
42

Diana M. Henderson, Highland Soldier: A Social Study of the Highland Regiments, 1820–
1920 (Edinburgh, 1989), 270–1; Karsten, ‘Irish Soldiers in the British Army’, 44–7.
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Scot) soldiers. This seeming anomaly is virtually unmentioned as a likely possibility in the literature on this subject.43
Explanations in the Domain of Social Psychology
How might we account for these ﬁndings? Studies of those subjected to
signiﬁcant physical punishment as children indicate that they were prone to
subjecting animals to cruelty, and, in adulthood, to committing violent acts
and subjecting their own children to such corporal punishment.44 Those who
regard the ill treatment meted out to Celtic/Gaelic populations by the English
and by United Kingdom governments as grounds for expecting Celtic/Gaelic
empathy with Indigenes suffering similar treatment will ﬁnd no support for
such a hypothesis in these particular social science ﬁndings.
But our other concept is more likely: Relative Deprivation. Davis describes
a variant of ‘relative deprivation’ – ‘relative gratiﬁcation’ – the feeling that
one in a preferred category possesses with regard to one in a non-preferred
category, and feels ‘relative superiority’ toward those in that non-preferred
category. Such a group identiﬁes another group lower on its totem pole, and
experiences satisfaction in being better off than that group, sometimes leading
to it taking actions to accent that superiority.45 Irish and Highlander soldiers
in India felt themselves to be both ‘British’ and ‘White.’ This may well have
empowered them to feel superior to the ‘natives’ in the empire.
Colin Calloway has described the tradition of Englishmen to refuse to treat
Highlanders as ‘white,’ and Geoffrey Plank notes that Georgia’s Proprietor
James Oglethorpe ‘declined to count’ his Highland immigrants to Georgia
in the 1730s as ‘white people.’ This may have prompted these Highlanders
in Oglethorpe’s Georgia in 1739 to craft a petition in supporting the continuation of the Proprietor’s ban on the introduction of African slaves in the
colony. It read: ‘We are laborious and know a white man may be, by the year,
more usefully employed than a Negro.’46
43
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But, again, Ann McGrath is an exception, as noted in footnote four above.
C. P. Flynn, ‘Exploring the Link between Corporal Punishment and Children’s Cruelty
to Animals’, The Journal of Marriage and Family, 61 (1999), 971-81; Robin MalinoskyRummel, and David J. Hansen, ‘Long-term Consequences of Childhood Physical
Abuse’, Psychological Bulletin, 114 (1993), 68-79.
Davis, ‘The Theory of Relative Deprivation’.
Calloway, White People, Indians and Highlanders; Geoffrey Plank, ‘Deploying Tribes and
Clans: Mohawks in Nova Scotia and Scottish Highlanders in Georgia’ in Wayne Lee
(ed.), Empires and Indigenes: Intercultural Alliance, Imperial Expansion, and Warfare in the
Early Modern World (New York, 2011), 221–50.
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Similarly, Irish immigrants in antebellum America often despised and
abused blacks.47 Two British visitors (in 1843 and 1865) noted: ‘the poorer
class of Irish immigrants are greater enemies of the negro population…than
any [other] portion … of the free states.’48 Many Irish immigrants who arrived
as a consequence of the potato famine of the late 1840s found little more
than poor housing and servile employment in lower-class areas of eastern
cities. But many felt empowered by being treated as fellow ‘whites’ by the votehungry Democratic Party. And they recognized that the free black population
lacked such empowerment to withstand discrimination and abuse.
When Protestant weavers took actions to remove Irish Catholics from
handloom jobs in Philadelphia, the Irish took no violent measures to retaliate.
Instead they attacked black workers inﬁltrating the Irish dockworkers’ domain
there. Irish workers acted and organized themselves in ways that eventually
made them acceptable to other white workers. Their Longshoremen’s United
Benevolent Society in New York, formed in 1852, reached out to other white
longshoremen by proclaiming that ‘work upon the docks … shall be attended
to solely and absolutely by members of the ‘Longshoremen’s Association,’ and
such white laborers as they see ﬁt to permit upon the premises.’ The banner
47
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David R. Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American
Working Class (Brooklyn, 1991), 133-63; Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White
(New York, 1995). Blacks were not indigenous to America, but were there before
Irish immigrants began arriving in signiﬁcant numbers in the late eighteenth and
throughout the nineteenth centuries. Hence their interactions with Irish immigrants
are relevant to a Relative Depravation explanation. Also relevant is how the lynching
of blacks in the South rose in the late nineteenth century in the cotton-producing
regions. Stewart Tolnay and E. M. Beck hypothesized a number of explanations
for this phenomenon, and found that this propensity for murderous violence was
particularly prominent during periods of ‘worsening economic conditions for
poor whites’ in those regions: Blacks in the cotton producing areas experienced
less economic losses than poor whites. Farm ownership for whites declined at a
‘more precipitous’ rate than that for black ownership in these years, leading to ‘some
erosion in the apparent status of being white.’ As they put it, ‘white landlessness and
mob violence directed towards blacks’ were linked. A ‘decline in the relative position
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some whites competed more directly with blacks … Every time white mobs were
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caste … thus emphasizing the status differences.’ Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck,
A Festival of Violence: An Analysis of Southern Lynchings, 1882–1930 (Urbana, 1995),
120–4, 151, 153, 156–7. For a good example of the Relative Deprivation theory in
a single lynching, see Durward Pruden, ‘A Sociological Study of a Texas Lynching’,
Studies in Sociology, 1 (1936), 3–9.
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of this Society displayed the symbols of Ireland and seven European nations
beneath the ﬂag of the United States and the word ‘Unity.’49
A literary sort of ‘conﬁrmation’ of these ﬁndings can be found in ‘The
Mutiny of the Mavericks,’50 a short story probably penned in 1889 or 1890
by Rudyard Kipling, the British author who lived and wrote in Bombay in the
1880s.51 The story concerns the effort of a Fenian cell in New York to place
one of their members, ‘Mulcahy,’ in ‘The Mavericks,’ an Irish regiment in India
(which may resemble the Connaught Rangers). ‘Mulcahy,’ was to foment a
rising by this unit against their British superiors and persuade them to the aid
the Indian Indigenes. His ‘Maverick’ comrades played along with him, in as
much as he was regularly plying them with beer, but privately they mocked his
efforts to get them to attack their admired Anglo-Irish and English superiors,
and to assist the Indigenes, whom Kipling clearly indicates his ‘Mavericks’
looked upon with contempt, using very derogatory language.52
A ﬁnal piece of evidence: Consider the remarks of Frank Richards, a soldier whose unit of the Welch Fusiliers had been garrisoned near the Celtic
Connaught Rangers in 1920. Richards noted that the Rangers had become
‘notorious for their attitude towards the Indian population.’ When the Rangers
‘arrived at a new station they soon expounded their views of the race-question,’ and ‘by the time they left, there were not many natives around that place
who even thought privately that they were the equals of white men … They
used their boots and ﬁsts to such purpose that they were more respected and
feared by the natives than any other British unit in India.’ He did add that
‘every British unit I came across ... handled the natives in the same [racist]
manner,’ but were ‘perhaps not as brutal’ as the Rangers.’53 Richards’ remarks
would count for little by themselves, but they certainly align with the ﬁndings
presented here.
Japanese peasantry in their nation’s Army: But the closest relevant
49
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Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White, 110–11.
Rudyard Kipling, ‘Mutiny of the Mavericks,’ in Mine Own People (New York, 1891),
95-130.
Kipling was born in Bombay in 1865. He was sent to England for his education at
the age of six, but returned to Bombay in 1882 and wrote for the Civil & Military
Gazette. He left India in 1889.
Kipling, ‘Mutiny of the Mavericks,’ 106, 120.
Richards, Old Solider, 142–3. See also Thomas Bartlett, ‘The Irish Soldier in India,’ in
Michael Holmes and Denis Holmes (eds), Ireland and India: Connections, Comparisons,
Contrasts (Dublin, 1997), 322, and Linda Colley, Captives: Britain, Empire and the World,
1600–1850 (New York, 2002), 344, for similar critiques of the Rangers who struck
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comparison to our British soldiers on the Subcontinent of India in the late
19th and early 20th centuries involves the behavior of conscripted Japanese
peasants in the Russo-Japanese War, 1904-05. These peasants were new to this
samurai-led army and appreciated their lower-caste status within it. But they
were trained by their samurai ofﬁcers to embrace samurai bushido values 54of
self-sacriﬁce and devotion to the Emperor and “the people.” This appeared
to have empowered them to behave with brutality toward those Japanese
regarded as inferior “Others,” evident in their abusing prostitutes and “sometimes drawing swords on people,” as well as their contempt for their peasant
counterparts in Korea and Manchuria. These Japanese peasant subaltern segments of the imperial army in the Far East were doing almost simultaneously
what their White counterparts were doing in the Subcontinent. White imperialists were thus not alone in such behavior. As the leading historian of this
Japanese subaltern phenomenon put it (Shimazu, 2009, p. 332):
The soldiers’ preoccupation with wanting to exaggerate differences between
themselves, as Japanese, and the Chinese and Koreans as the “Other,” was
symptomatic of their sense of superiority, whilst as the same time betraying
their insecurity, having to ﬁght and fend for themselves in the ‘hostile environment’ as a visible minority.
Conclusion
First: Relative Gratiﬁcation may have been what was at play in the actions of
Celtic/Gaelic soldiers on the Subcontinent in the late nineteenth century. And
the evidence of the attitudes and behavior of colonial Georgia Highlander
and antebellum American Irish in the presence of ‘the Other’ ﬁt with that
concept and offer supports to this interpretation of the Celtic/Gaelic soldiers’
treatment of ‘native’ Indians.
Second: theoretically, one would want to ask if these same Celtic/Gaelic
soldiers in India would have behaved differently than English ones towards
the Aborigines while serving in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Australia.
But the only regiment serving in Australia, the 4th Foot, deployed in New
South Wales, Van Diemen’s Land and Victoria, was comprised overwhelmingly of English soldiers. Moreover, that single regiment would not provide
54

The contemporary Japanese scholar-diplomat Nitobe Inazo (1862–1933) described
the bushido code as encompassing Righteousness, Heroic Courage, Benevolence,
Compassion, Respect, Honesty, and Honor in Bushido: The Soul of Japan (1900). If
all of these were taught to these peasant conscripts, it seems clear that their message
was only partially pursued by them.
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us with anything like the mistreatment numbers for comparisons to be made
to those detected in the Indian Subcontinent, which, after all, was the single
largest location of deployed British Army personnel at any time in the nineteenth century. Similarly, British Army units deployed in North America,
Africa and New Zealand were largely utilized in combat with aggressive indigenous forces, not in garrison service in peaceful towns and cities where the
kinds of offenses against non-combatant Indigenes by the subjects of this
study occurred.
Third: others may wish to make similar comparisons of Celtic and English
colonial governors over speciﬁc time periods. However, those Catholic Irish
and Scottish Highlanders who were appointed as colonial governors would not
have experienced the same sense of deprivation as had Irish and Highlander
tenants and landless laborers, some of whom thereupon became soldiers,
indentured servants, or transported convicts. Hence comparisons of any of
those populations with British Imperial Governors would suffer from a lack
of mutuality.55 Similarly, many of those Highlanders who immigrated to the
Antipodes with capital and created proﬁtable sheep stations at the expense of
Aborigines, were members or descendants of those who had populated the
Highlands with Cheviot sheep at the expense of the displaced tenants, some
of whom thereupon turned to the Army for their livelihoods. The treatment
of the Indigenes by these migrant Highlander sheep station owners was thus
not likely to have been due to the same impulses as had motivated these temporarily sojourning soldiers in the Subcontinent. But one might ﬁnd results
similar to this one in comparisons of Celtic and English indentured servants or
transported convicts. Like those who volunteered to be British soldiers, such
men and women included many landless agricultural laborers and unskilled or
semi-skilled workers.56 These populations might well have treated Indigenes in
ways similar to those of the soldiers in the Subcontinent.
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Thus while Andrew Mackillop ventured the hunch that ‘Scots differed little, if at
all, from their British colleagues in their willingness to associate with [subcontinent]
Indians,’ his focus was on those in India as East India ofﬁcials or factors for British
ﬁrms, rather than those in the ranks of the late 19th century Highlander army
units. The ﬁndings reported in this study may differ from those of Mackillop but
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and Scots: Scottish Sojourning Networks and Identities in Asia, c. 1700–1815’ in
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Table 1
Nos. (%) of Irish, Highlander, Welsh & English Battalions in India, 1878–98
Irish
Highlander
6 (12.75 %) 4 (8.5%)

Welsh Lowland Scot/English British-Wide
2 (4.25%)
32 (68.4%)
3 (6.4%)

Table 2
Overall British Army Religious and Ethnic Averages, 1876–1898
“Roman Catholics” “Irish”
“Scots”
“English”
19.5%
16.5%
8.1%
74.2%
Table 3
Estimated Celtic Irish, Highlander, Welsh, & Other Percentages in the Army
Celtic Irish/Highlander
Welsh
English/Scots-Irish/Lowland Scots
21–23%
1–2%
76–7
Table 4
Average Duration of Stay in Subcontinent of Ethnic Battalions
10 Celtic Irish/Highlander 2 Welsh 32 English/Lowland Scot/Scots-Irish
Total years (average)
Total years (average)
Total years (average)
41 (6.8)
17 (8.4)
282 (7.9)

Table 5
Nos. (%) of Ethnically Identiﬁed Charged with Offenses Against “Natives”
Celtic Irish/Highlander
Welsh
Scots-Irish/ English
110 (36%)
10½ (3.4%)
187 (61%)

‘The Evils Which Have Arisen in My Country’: Mary
Power Lalor and Active Female Landlordism during
the Land Agitation1*
Andrew G. Newby

The British journalist and author, Frederic Whyte, reminisced fondly about his
childhood trips to County Tipperary, presenting an idealistic image of Mary
Frances Power Lalor, one of the most active of Irish landowners during the
later Victorian period.2
Almost all my Irish holidays included visits to the homes of cousins in
Co. Tipperary: to the Ryans of Inch, near Thurles, and to the Power
Lalors of Long Orchard, near Templemore. Tall, handsome Mary
Power Lalor … looked like an exceptionally distinguished duchess and
was a most notable personage in the troubled Ireland of the ‘eighties
and the ‘nineties. I doubt whether anyone on the landlord side can have
won more esteem and admiration from the Nationalists.3
Through a biographical overview of Mary Power Lalor, this article highlights
various interlinked themes in the economic, social and political life of late
Victorian Ireland. First, it demonstrates the active role played by some
proprietors in pursuing what they presented as a progressive agenda for
the development of Ireland and the Irish people. At the same time, the
interplay of philanthropy and self-help advocated by some members of the
gentry served a conservative function in maintaining the established social
order. This ‘cultural philanthropy’ doubled as a prophylactic against agrarian
radicalism and by extension, in the Irish case, political separatism.4 The kind
1
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This paper was originally presented at the ‘Landlords, Tenants and their Estates in
Ireland’ conference, NUI Galway, September 2013. I am grateful to colleagues for
their feedback on that occasion, subsequent anonymous reviewers, and particularly
to Ciara Breathnach and Brian Casey for valuable comments.
For a brief biography of Whyte, see his obituary in Times (London), 15 May 1941.
Frederic Whyte, A Bachelor’s London: Memoirs of the Day before Yesterday, 1889–1914
(London, 1931), 109–10.
Maria Luddy, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth–Century Ireland (Cambridge, 1995),
61; Seán Beattie refers to the phenomenon of ‘cultural philanthropy’. See Seán
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of active landlordism demonstrated by Mary Power Lalor promoted a happy
accommodation between the classes and sought to limit the type of social
dislocation that could aid radical anti-landlord organisations.
Second, Mary Power Lalor represented a particular type of Victorian
landowner, from the ranks below the aristocracy, who engaged with the
developing bourgeois civic sphere. In addition to her charitable work, particularly
with the Irish Distressed Ladies Fund, Mary Power Lalor was a highly visible
presence in the attempt to develop industrial and technical education in
Ireland in the 1880s and 1890s.5 Women might not have been welcome in the
‘unsuitable’ sphere of party politics, but their increased participation in other
social initiatives can be framed as ‘political’ acts in a broader sense.6
Third, Power Lalor’s public pronouncements and private acts illustrate the
complexities of national identity in Victorian Ireland. Despite the ‘esteem and
admiration’ which Power Lalor may have received from some Nationalists,
there were various points of turmoil during her life, underlining the impact
of national politics on local landlord-tenant relations. As a proud, Catholic,
Irishwoman, whose life was nevertheless securely anchored within the British
imperial system, Power Lalor demonstrates that national identity in nineteenthcentury Ireland was not always as polarised between ‘unionist’ and ‘nationalist’
as might be assumed. Her work in the civic sphere arguably marks her as a
‘unionist nationalist’, to adapt Graeme Morton’s phrase describing nineteenthcentury Scotland.7 She sought to harness a sense of national identity among
the Irish people, which she hoped in turn would create enthusiastic supporters
of, and contributors to, the British state and British Empire.
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D. A. J. MacPherson, Women and the Irish Nation: Gender, Culture and Irish Identity, 1890–
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(Oxford, 2012), 137.

Mary Power Lalor and Active Female Landlordism

73

Mary Power Lalor’s Background & Early Life
Mary Ryan was born in 1840 at Inch, County Tipperary, into a ‘Milesian
Roman Catholic’ landowning family.8 Her father, George Ryan, held several
prominent positions in the locality at various times, including High Sheriff of
Tipperary and Chair of the Board of Guardians for Thurles.9 Ryan was also
mooted as a potential candidate for the representation of Tipperary in 1844,
when he was described as a ‘Repealer, no doubt’, but one who was ‘no mob
orator … and, notwithstanding his religion … no great favourite with their
reverences of the agitating school’.10 He faced ‘invective and abuse’ in 1851
for his refusal to ally himself to the Catholic agitation against the Ecclesiastical
Tithes Bill, an early example to the young Mary of the tension that could
arise between tenants and a Catholic landowner.11 Her mother, Catherine (née
Whyte), came originally from Loughbrickland in County Down.12 She was
a patron of local charities, and seems to have had a considerable inﬂuence
on Mary’s later perspectives on self-help, education and philanthropy.13 Folk
memory later presented these two ladies as having ‘practically saved a whole
district in the north of Ireland from starvation during the terrible famine
of 1847’, and the same source notes that they had also instigated ‘various
industrial schemes in the south of Ireland’.14 The Ryans’ contribution in 1847
had been to establish a lace and crochet school, which in turn had provided an
income for the workers, allowing them to offset, at least partially, the effects
of famine.15
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Waterford News, 17 November 1848, 1 April 1864. A Roman Catholic fulﬁlling this
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In 1858 Mary was presented to the Viceregal Court of the 7th earl of
Carlisle, and in October 1858, at the age of eighteen, she married Captain
Edmund Power Lalor, scion of the Long Orchard estate in Templetuohy, a
short distance from Inch.16 Nevertheless, despite family matters taking some
precedence, it was noted that ‘after her marriage [she took] an increasing
interest in the industrial questions affecting her native land’.17 Mary was
presented to the Papal Court in 1859, and during her time in Rome she was
greatly admired for ‘her unusual beauty and a singular fascination of manner’.18
At the Viceregal Court in Dublin, too, she seems to have been appreciated as
a ‘beautiful lady of rank, wealth and fashion’.19 In common with many of her
peers, she combined rural and urban lifestyles, and moved effortlessly between
her family seat at Long Orchard, and the gentriﬁed metropolitan circles of
both Dublin and London.20
The 1860s signalled a shift in landlord-tenant relations in Tipperary, a local
manifestation of increasing lower-class political participation throughout
Ireland.21 As a prominent county magistrate and Catholic landlord, Edmund
Power Lalor was accused of exacerbating tensions after the Fenian Rising of
1867, with the local priest of Templetuohy, Father Foley, claiming that Power
Lalor had diverted all the local police resources to guarding Long Orchard,
creating a climate of suspicion and fear and leaving the rest of the locality
unprotected.22 Power Lalor, with patrician conﬁdence belying his elaborate
and extensive security arrangements, claimed that that Fenianism was ‘wholly
without support from the farming class’. This contention was seriously
16
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Catholic Association.
Logansport Journal, 14 February 1892.
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Irish Times, 27 February 1865, 2 June 1866, Irish Times, 7 April 1886; Belfast Newsletter,
4 February 1881.
For an overview of the situation in Tipperary, see James O’Shea, Priests, Politics and
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challenged in the following years.23 The Power Lalors witnessed at ﬁrst-hand
the growing tension in the county during the Clonmel elections of 1869 and
1870, which resulted ﬁrst in an invalid return of Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa,
and subsequently an exceptionally close contest between the former Fenian
prisoner, Tipperaryman Charles Kickham, and a Liberal Catholic candidate,
Denis Caulﬁeld Heron.24 After the count, which Heron won by four votes,
Power Lalor was surrounded by a crowd – enraged by his support for Heron –
and knocked from his horse, before an intervention from the cavalry allowed
him to escape. Perhaps over-conﬁdent in the security of landlord-tenant
relations, it was reported that, as a ‘popular magistrate’ he had ‘considered
himself safe among the people who knew him so well’.25 The stubborn belief
that any deterioration in landlord-tenant relations was a temporary aberration,
and that the best means of progress for the Irish peasantry was to work
under the guidance of benevolent landowners rather than be seduced by the
promises of extremist agitators, would also a constant theme in Mary Power
Lalor’s work.26
Various personal tragedies afﬂicted Long Orchard in the 1860s and 1870s.
The Power Lalors’ ﬁrst child died as an infant in 1860, and three daughters died
during the 1870s. A male heir, George, was born in August 1864,27 but Mary
Power Lalor was left a widow after Edmund’s death in 1873.28 These family
traumas can be read as another factor behind her devotion to charitable work,
and particularly her focus on children’s welfare.29 As was increasingly the fashion
among women of her class, Mary Power Lalor engaged with various charitable
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societies.30 She also took the role of benevolent patrician over her tenants in
Templeorchard, not least in organising fund-raising for the construction of
a parish church in Templetuohy.31 Although – in the context of her noted
philanthropic endeavours – she frequently claimed in later life to be strictly
apolitical, party politics was a part of her family life. Her father’s short-lived
idea to run as a Repeal candidate for Tipperary in 1844 was not realised, but
her son-in-law, William Gervase de la Poer, unsuccessfully contested Waterford
East as a Conservative in 1885.32 Her brother (and land agent) George E. Ryan33
of Inch fought the 1885 election in Mid-Tipperary election in 1885, where as a
Unionist he suffered a heavy defeat to the Parnellite candidate.34
New York Herald Relief Fund
In the midst of the Land War (1879–82), Mary Power Lalor collaborated in
what was, at the time, her largest-scale philanthropic project. It is perhaps too
harsh a judgement to claim that she was a local embodiment of London’s
‘coercion and conciliation’ policies, but coupled with her strong desire to
assist among the Irish poor, develop local industry and promote Ireland on a
national (sub-imperial) scale came a steadfast refusal to surrender to the social
and political revolution planned by the Land League. In an interview given a
decade later, her philosophy seems symptomatic of the period: ‘I am entirely
against giving help to the Irish peasant, except in the shape of work. I believe
in helping people to help themselves, and except to the very old or and very
young any other help is a degradation.’35
In the case of the early 1880s crisis – a renewed threat of famine caused
by bad harvests and high prices – it was the very young to whom Power Lalor
paid the most attention, organising the Dublin Committee of the New York
Herald’s ‘Relief Fund’.36 Although it was reported that Mary Power Lalor spent
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some of her ‘private fortune’37 during the New York Herald’s relief programme,
her primary role was in utilising the varied networks with which she had
become involved in the previous decades, raising funds but also managing
the distribution of the American money among the needy. 38 This included
close liaison with the two other large-scale relief schemes that had been
established: the Lord Mayor of Dublin’s ‘Mansion House Committee’, and the
Viceregal fund under the patronage of the duchess of Marlborough.39 Even
at this point, Power Lalor was described as ‘one of the most philanthropic
of Irish ladies, a woman whose benevolent enterprises are well-known both
here and in America’, and her work was supported by leading members of
the Catholic hierarchy such as John MacHale, archbishop of Tuam.40 There
were also opponents of the scheme, notably Denis Kearney, the Cork-born
San Francisco labour organiser, who claimed it represented ‘English interests’
seeking ‘to detract from the credit of Parnell’s relief movement’.41 The fact
that Parnell had reacted to the Mansion House and Marlborough funds by
instigating a Land League-operated ‘Irish Famine Relief Fund’, and that there
were stark tensions between these groups, underlines that philanthropy could
be used as part of the battle for Irish national identity.42
The philosophy of helping people to help themselves was by this stage a
well-worn mantra of the ruling classes, and extended well beyond Ireland into
Europe and European Empires.43 Power Lalor put these ideas into practice,
and insisted repeatedly that with long-term planning, and improvements to
national infrastructure, Ireland’s economy could be strengthened to avoid the
37
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recurrent threat of famine, without recourse to emigration or intervention
from London. In the distribution of the New York Herald funds, Power Lalor
instigated a system of school meals, which ensured that children received
‘a wholesome breakfast’ of a ‘large slice of bread and a pint of milk’.44
Not only would this reverse what was seen as a disastrous fall in national
school attendance, it would prevent a repeat of the long-term harm done
to the physical condition of those born in the 1840s.45 After ‘six months
of unremitting work’, the fund was dissolved at the end of July 1880, and
alongside a detailed account of its income and expenditure, the committee
placed on record its admiration for ‘the zeal, tact and capability which Mrs
Power Lalor had displayed during the continuance of her arduous labours’.46
Land War and Boycotting
Irrespective of the high regard in which ‘Miss Mary’ may have been held by
the tenantry on her familial estate at Inch, the Land War period saw several
points of conﬂict with her tenants in Long Orchard, as well as interventions in
neighbouring estates.47 These incidents demonstrate a proprietrix with a ﬁrm
determination to uphold the established social order, a determination that was
seen later in her work with the Irish Distressed Ladies’ Fund (established in
1886, and discussed in greater detail below).
In early 1881 Mary Power Lalor had been publicly thanked by a group of
her tenants for maintaining low rents and not following up on arrears.48 This
was not a universal policy on the part of the estate, however, and in August
that year, Power Lalor evicted a tenant, Edmund Burke of Barnalisheen, on the
grounds of continued non-payment of rent.49 The role of her own retainers
in destroying the roof of the Burke cottage also added to the symbolism

44

45

46
47
48
49

Ward, George H. Hepworth, 203–4. Mary Power Lalor’s ﬁnal report (New York Herald,
13 September 1880), claims that the breakfast scheme was employed in twenty-four
counties, most notably in Galway (9,700 children assisted), Cork (8,438), Kerry
(8,187), and Mayo (5,875).
True Witness and Catholic Chronicle, 24 March 1880; Ward, George H. Hepworth, 203-4;
Appendices to the Forty-Seventh Report of Commissioners of National Education in Ireland for
the Year 1880 (Dublin, 1881), C. 2925. Appendix B, 85.
New York Herald, 13 September 1880.
Tooley, ‘Ladies of Dublin’, 837–8.
Freeman’s Journal, 9 February 1881.
Irish Times, 18 August 1881; William J. Hayes, ‘Land, Church and Politics at the End
of the Nineteenth Century’ in William J. Hayes, Moyne–Templetuohy A Life Of Its
Own: The Story of a Tipperary Parish (3 Vols, Tipperary, 2001), II, 209–10.

Mary Power Lalor and Active Female Landlordism
of the event, and created resentment among other tenants.50 The following
Sunday, members of the local Land League branches occupied Power Lalor’s
pew in the church at Templetuohy. The priest, Father Power, and his curate,
Father Graham, apparently sided with the tenants rather than the landowners
– warning Power Lalor that ‘bloodshed’ would ensue if she attempted to
take her regular seat in the church. Instead, Power Lalor and her household
were provided with ‘safe’ seats within the altar rails.51 Power Lalor’s daughter
was also removed from her usual role of church harmonium player, until the
tension subsided. The priests took the Land League’s side not only within the
church but also in the League’s efforts to build a new house for Burke and
his family, leading the Tipperary Advocate to proclaim that ‘the chapel bell was
tolled as the death-knell of slavery and landlord oppression’.52 The long-term
effects of the church boycott are also unclear, but in the short-term there were
attempts to supplant her from the board of the local National School, and
she established an oratory in her own house, requesting a personal chaplain
to be provided by Archbishop Croke.53 Other inconveniences included Long
Orchard staff being unable to have their horses shod, or being able to obtain
general supplies in Templetuohy.54
Power Lalor retaliated, however.55 She established a small shop in her yard,
using supplies from the Dublin Co-Operative Store, which had the effect
of undercutting other local shopkeepers.56 In Spring 1882, the Land League
sought to prevent work on the neighbouring estate at Lisheen Castle, and
it was Mary Power Lalor who provided the workforce from Templeorchard
to ensure that basic husbandry tasks were undertaken.57 This implies that
although her relations with tenants on her estate had become strained, her
own workers (or her ‘plucky men’, as she called them) remained loyal. She
50
51
52

53

54
55

56
57

Hayes, ‘Land, Church and Politics’, 209.
Irish Times, 18 August 1881.
Birmingham Daily Post, 19 August 1881. Marcus Tanner, Ireland’s Holy Wars: The Struggle
for a Nation’s Soul, 1500-2000 (New Haven, 2001), 254.
Mark Tierney, ‘A Short-Title Calendar of the Papers of Archbishop Thomas William
Croke in Archbishop’s House, Thurles: Part 1, 1841–1885’, Collectanea Hibernica, 13
(1970), 127.
Hayes, ‘Land, Church and Politics’, 210.
The report of a specially convened meeting of the Irish National League in 1890
reinforces the impression that Power Lalor was a proprietor who would reduce rents
to a particular, general level, but would not then engage with particular cases, leading
to evictions. Nationalist (Clonmel), 5, 12 March 1890.
Hayes, ‘Land, Church and Politics’, 210.
Ibid., 209.

79

80

Andrew G. Newby

attempted to undermine the work of the Land League in a much more direct
way than anything she might have been hoping to achieve with the New York
Herald Relief Fund. She also presaged her work with the Irish Distressed
Ladies Fund, afﬁrming her opinion that progress in Ireland could be achieved
only by an active and caring landowning class nurturing the tenantry. She had
no time for those who sought to break the union between Britain and Ireland,
nor any element of class conﬂict.
Distress in Donegal
The next cause to which Mary Power Lalor devoted her energies demonstrated
again her concern that children should be protected as much as possible
from the worst of economic crises. On foot of her experience with the New
York Herald Relief Fund in 1880, Power Lalor was approached to organise
a philanthropic response to localised famine in the western part of County
Donegal. She responded quickly to the call, and urged others to act likewise,
arguing that ‘the distress at this moment, though limited to certain localities,
calls for immediate exertion, if the children there are to be saved from a lingering
death, or, worse still, lifelong diseases’.58 Perhaps sensitive to allegations that
someone perceived as living a comfortable urban life in Molesworth Street,
Dublin, might not be attuned to the realities of life in western Donegal –
indeed this implication was made in parliament by George Trevelyan, Chief
Secretary for Ireland59 – Power Lalor undertook a tour of the affected areas
in March 1883.60
Using the pre-existing model from 1879–80, she proposed giving ‘one
plentiful meal daily at the schools, to the really hungry children, irrespective
of creed’, and noted that three pounds per week would provide such a meal
for 100 children.61 In February 1883, she began a programme that fed over
2,000 children in Kilcar, Gweedore, Glencolumbkille and Killybegs. While she
did not argue against the prevailing wisdom that assisted emigration should
be promoted, she also highlighted the idea that ‘political economy cannot
stand against the cry of a hungry child’. 62 Enlisting the support of the bishop
58
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of Raphoe, Michael Logue (a Donegal man and, after 1887, Primate of All
Ireland), and the noted physician and Liberal MP for Dublin, Robert Lyons,
Power Lalor called for generous donations from the English public.
Two interesting elements appear in the appeal: ﬁrst, Power Lalor claimed
she knew ‘too well that acts and words, that all true Irish most deeply deplore,
have steeled the hearts of many against appeals for relief ’, fearing that the
Land War might have alienated the British public against the people of Ireland.
This demonstrates her long-held belief that she, and members of her class,
knew better than the Land League or its successors what would beneﬁt the
people of Ireland. Second, Lyons’ supporting letter emphasised that although
he had met ‘hundreds’ of starving children in Donegal, subsisting on nothing
but seaweed, yet ‘in not a single instance did boy or girl beg, or imply by
look or gesture expectation of money’. Constructing the Irish peasantry in
a way palatable to the British public was of great importance in the fundraising drive.63 A similar message was presented to an American audience
– that the people were ‘industrious and too proud to beg’, although here it was
stressed additionally that ‘no help is being received from the Englishmen’.64
The ongoing Fenian bombing campaign in Britain was given as the main
factor for this reluctance.65 As was standard practice, those who felt inclined
to make a charitable donation were assured that ‘statements of the numbers
relieved, and subscriptions received, will be published fortnightly’.66 There
are also signs that the Donegal intervention was appropriated as part of the
political battle. Lady Florence Dixie, the prominent journalist and advocate
of women’s rights, was known as a Gladstonian Home Ruler but had been
ﬁercely critical of the Land League.67 Dixie had allegedly been subject of a
bungled Fenian kidnapping attempt in March 1883, and criticised the people
of Louth for raising a subscription for Parnell, referring to the scheme as ‘a
farce, a sin, a cowardly shame … while famine is stalking throughout a portion
of the country … if Louth men have money to spare, let them send it to Mrs
Power Lalor’.68
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Alice Hart, another renowned social reformer, arrived to investigate
conditions in Donegal a few weeks after Mary Power Lalor, and the two women
would later become close associates.69 In establishing the ‘Donegal Industrial
Fund’ Hart was unstinting in her criticism of the Gweedore landowner, Arthur
Hill.70 She claimed that ‘while Captain Hill is pressing for his rents, hundreds
of wretched tenantry are being kept from starvation by doles of a pennyworth
of meal per day, and all the paupers are kept by two biscuits a-day. The poverty
seen is enough to make the most stony-hearted weep’.71
Although primarily concerned with ameliorating the condition of the
lower classes in Donegal, Power Lalor’s intervention in 1883 was consistent
with her activity elsewhere in that she sought to preserve a socio-economic
equilibrium in Ireland. She had been keen to face down the Land League
in her own neighbourhood, but equally she recognised that the misdeeds of
some of her own class were feeding nationalist propaganda. She was a ﬁerce
defender of the rights of private property, but she also hoped to offset the
effects of ‘bad landlords’ who pursued rents in times of scarcity and failed to
provide outdoor relief works.
The Irish Distressed Ladies Fund72
The work for which Power Lalor was best known during her lifetime was the
establishment and maintenance of the Irish Distressed Ladies Fund [IDLF],
which was ofﬁcially inaugurated in 1886, and continued long past her death
in 1913.73 Indeed, the main strands of Mary Power Lalor’s activity coalesced
in the IDLF: the active engagement of middle- and upper-class women in
voluntarism; the promotion of self-help through philanthropy; the ongoing
relevance of the landed classes; and, despite the organisation’s ostensibly
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apolitical nature, the defence of the union of Great Britain and Ireland. Having
become known particularly for her philanthropic work among the very young,
the IDLF signalled a shift in focus to older members of her own class. The
IDLF was established with the stated intention of aiding female members of
the gentry who, because of the withholding of rent by large swathes of the
tenantry, had become incapable of living in the manner to which they had been
accustomed. Although male landowners were also affected by this reduction in
income, it was believed that they were better trained to ﬁnd alternative sources
of income, and that they had ready-made networks of support in order to
ease their situations. Although some of the larger landowners were able to
absorb the loss of rents without a great deal of impact on their everyday lives,
it became clear that the tactic was having an effect on some members of the
landed classes.74
The IDLF’s antecedents comprised a variety of philanthropic and political
organisations. The Irish Ladies’ Work Society (ILWS) had been established
in 1880 ‘in order to give ladies with an insufﬁcient income, a means of
helping themselves’.75 A year later, the Association for the Relief of Ladies in
Distress Through Non-Payment of Rent in Ireland (ARLD) was established
to assist ‘widows or unmarried ladies whose incomes have failed altogether
or in part’.76 Both the ILWS and the ARLD were professedly non-sectarian
and non-political, and applications were considered on the basis of need by a
committee in Dublin.77 Money was raised for these causes from subscriptions,
as well as from public events such as balls, fêtes and bazaars.78 The Irish
Property Defence Association (IPDA), another professedly non-political
body, had also been formed in late 1880, in direct opposition to the Land
League. Much IPDA’s rhetoric presented its cause as a sensible and patriotic
response to the threat posed to British society by the machinations of the
Land League, and many of the members of the association were husbands,
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brothers or fathers of the women who would, ﬁve years later, help to form
and maintain the IDLF: the marquess of Headfort, Earl Fitzwilliam, Lord
Inchquin, Lord Talbot of Malahide, the earl of Meath, and the Fermanagh
landowner and Conservative MP, Arthur Loftus Tottenham, amongst others.79
While the IPDA did not align with a particular political party, its ‘impartiality’
began after accepting its basic raison d’être, which was to ‘protect’ those who it
considered had been ‘aggravated or molested’ by the Land League.80 Indeed,
one of the IPDA’s principles was to oppose the ‘irresponsible power’ of the
Land League, and to protect ‘gentlemen and families reduced from afﬂuence
to poverty, and ladies left destitute who lately enjoyed comfortable incomes’.81
It was a bulwark for the socio-economic status quo, and sought to protect the
‘framework of society’, and the rights of property and landowners.82
The end of the Land War and supplanting of the Land League by the Irish
National League in 1882 signalled a lull in the IPDA’s activity. The landed
interest in Britain and Ireland felt under continuous attack, however, especially
after the reform acts of 1884-5 almost trebled the Irish male franchise, greatly
strengthening the political power of the Irish nationalists.83 The Plan of
Campaign, launched in 1886, revived the spirit of the Land War in its mass
mobilisation of the tenantry and its call for rent reductions or rent strikes.84
As a result of these threats to the landed classes, the IPDA’s public proﬁle was
reinvigorated, and it is this environment that Mary Power Lalor founded the
IDLF.85 She was particularly struck by the state in which many of her fellow
female gentry had found themselves, professing herself ‘appalled at the misery
existing among ladies a short time ago accustomed to every luxury, chieﬂy
proceeding from the non-payment of rent’.86
The composition of the IDLF committee reﬂected that of the viceregal
court. Upper-class aristocratic ladies mixed with members of the gentry who,
like Power Lalor, might in an Irish context be best characterised as uppermiddle class. Dublin and London provided ready audiences with disposable
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incomes, but vitally there was also a group of upper-class women who wanted
to prove their value to society by their social interaction, as well as a group
– slightly inferior in class terms – who saw this kind of work as essential
in promoting their own social advancement.87 Although such women were
generally absent from the ‘unsuitable’ sphere of party politics, the IDLF’s
claim to be apolitical was rather obfuscated by strong familial and ideological
connections to organisations that sought to preserve the privileges of the
Irish landed classes, particularly the IPDA.88 Similar links existed with the Irish
Defence Union, which was founded using money from the Mansion House
Committee in late 1885 to ‘assert and defend all who are suffering in Ireland
from illegal coercion, more especially boycotting and similar interference with
the liberty of the subject’.89 Prominent among the IDU’s founders were the
duke of Westminster, who provided accommodation in London for the IDLF,
the duke of Waterford, who served as chair of the IDLF’s London Committee,
and Lord Belmore, who chaired the IDLF’s Dublin Committee.90 In the space
of a few months, Power Lalor mobilised her close friends and acquaintances
within the viceregal circle, and drafted a prospectus for the IDLF, which
would operate under the patronage of the marchioness of Londonderry,
whose husband had been appointed Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in August
1886, but who was in her own right a staunch unionist, and promoter of Irish
industry.91 Also providing strong and consistent support for the IDLF was
the countess of Aberdeen (a Gladstonian Home Ruler, whose husband had
preceded Londonderry, brieﬂy, as Lord Lieutenant).
In Ireland, confusion arose from the fund’s rather ambiguous name, and
at one fundraising event it was noted that ‘the exact meaning of the phrase
“distressed ladies” made the occasion one of some little difﬁculty for some
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people, who had in their minds women who with their helpless children have
been turned out on the roadside to starve or beg.’92 Although now dealing
with the upper classes, there were however obvious philosophical continuities
with Power Lalor’s earlier work among the children of western Donegal. The
aims of the IDLF combined charity and self-help. It is also clear that the
local activities of the IDLF were intended to have national beneﬁts. Power
Lalor believed that the development of female self-sufﬁciency, through the
promotion of cottage industries, could stimulate the Irish economy, which in
turn would make Ireland a more valuable partner in the United Kingdom and
the British Empire. Therefore, in its rhetoric that it was pursuing a ‘national
work’ the work of the IDLF demonstrates the existence among a section
of Ireland’s population, of concentric Irish, British, and British Imperial
identities.
An important element of their programme was to provide an outlet for
the industry of ladies in distress, ensuring that their skills would be utilised,
rather than simply receiving charity.93 For those female landowners, especially
the old or inﬁrm, who were ‘unable to work for themselves’, small monthly
grants were made, and the funds were also used for ‘the payment of school
fees, of railway fares to situations vacant, of passage money to enable them to
join their friends in America and in the colonies, and by grants of clothing’.94
Subscriptions were canvassed at an early stage, with the newspaper-reading
public of Great Britain and Ireland being presented with sad cases of distress.95
As had been the case in her work in Donegal in 1883, Power Lalor sought help
from the ‘English people, through whose non-government of my country
the innocents are suffering’ in order to ‘help [the distressed ladies] help
themselves’.96 Again, her implication was that the Land War had developed
as a result of London’s weak government, particularly its laissez-faire approach
towards predatory or absentee landlords. This, in turn, upset what she saw as
the natural social order in Ireland, leading to the non-payment of rent and
subsequently the impoverishment of the gentry. This enfeebled upper class
would be unable to look after the interests of their tenants – Power Lalor’s
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idealised model – meaning the degradation of society and indeed Ireland’s
national vitality.
Mary Power Lalor continued to promote a twin-pronged approach of fundraising and self-help, emphasising to the British that the IDLF produced ‘most
beautiful work … which seeks a market, and which promised independence
to the workers if once such a market can be found’.97 A key tenet of the
fund was that every effort had to be made to make the younger applicants
‘self-supporting’.98 Power Lalor elided philanthropy with the economic
regeneration of Ireland, and believed that women could be the drivers of this
regeneration. During the planning stages of the IDLF, Power Lalor and Alice
Hart hosted a large and diverse exhibition of ‘the products of Irish industry’
at the Shelbourne Hotel, Dublin, which was patronised by the countess of
Aberdeen.99 It was announced in 1887 that £400 per month was required to
keep the fund in operation, a sum that increased as the years went by.100
A home was established for ‘sixteen to twenty’ distressed ladies, at 34
Rutland Square, Dublin, in order to prevent entry to the workhouse.101 To be
eligible for a place in this house, candidates had to be certiﬁably ‘homeless
and destitute from the effects of the land agitation’.102 Therefore, despite
the IDLF’s eschewal of party politics, Mary Power Lalor and other patrons
can be said to have been engaging in consciously political acts. Moreover,
the distressed Irish ladies were used for party political purposes by some
individual politicians and newspapers. At the fund’s instigation, for example,
the Belfast Telegraph highlighted the plight of Irish ladies who ‘through no fault
of their own, have been reduced to absolute penury this winter’. Its tone then
became more strident:
The chief sufferers from any political or social agitation such as that
which began in Ireland seven years ago are those of the population
whose complaints reach fewest ears. Not many persons can have any
idea of how widespread and terrible have been the results of the ‘no
rent’ system adopted with an eagerness that can easily be accounted for
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in many districts in Ireland ... In the course of a year or two it is to be
hoped that the country may be so settled that there shall be no need
to press upon our readers the claims of innocent sufferers from the
agitation.103

Although nationalists constructed the Land War as a reaction against
predatory landlordism, conservatives and unionists used the IDLF to present
an alternative view of Irish society. The Western Mail, a conservative Welsh
newspaper, complained that ‘it might be imagined from the teachings of
separatists that only the friends of the National League in Ireland are oppressed
by misery and poverty’, before highlighting the IDLF’s work in supporting 600
ladies ‘who, owing to the failure of rents, must otherwise starve … A few facts
like these might be advantageously introduced into the Separatist wailings
over the wrongs of an oppressed peasantry, if the wailers could persuade
themselves to entertain human as well as party feelings’.104 In supporting the
work of the IDLF, unionists such as Colonel Edward Saunderson and Robert
Uniacke Penrose-Fitzgerald made an explicit link with countering the Plan of
Campaign, and maintaining the integrity of the Union by bolstering the rights
of the landed classes. At a fundraising event in London, Saunderson argued
that ‘in assisting these ladies to tide over their distress and suffering they would
be striking a blow at the organisation to which he had referred, and which
had condemned to ruin these ladies and the class from which they derived
their support’. This was supported by Penrose-Fitzgerald’s assertion that ‘they
did not ask for assistance for foreigners, but for Irishwomen, who were part
and parcel of the United Kingdom, and intended to remain so’.105 The fear,
expounded in Blackwood’s Magazine, was that the condition of the female gentry
demonstrated that ‘the landlord class in Ireland has been overthrown, ruined,
or at best is slowly bleeding to death’.106 In a letter of support from Australia,
Power Lalor’s cousin bemoaned the fact that Nationalists had taken control
of Poor Law Boards, and systematically denied claims of assistance from the
landed classes, and Power Lalor’s history of facing down land agitators was
presented as a further reason to support the IDLF.107 In her philanthropy and
in her promotion of industry, Mary Power Lalor was certainly demonstrating
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her personal contribution to Irish society, but she was also attempting to
promote the relevance of the entire landowning class.
Ireland’s Industrial and Technical Development
‘For a clever nation, as we undoubtedly are’, said Mrs Power Lalor with
a laugh, ‘the Irish are greatly behind in technical education, and the
country is too poor to organise the work successfully, but we are hoping
that the Government will shortly give us a grant. The education in our
schools is too literary, and it would be much better for our girls to have
sound technical training in domestic arts than to be able to tell how
many miles distant we are from the sun at a given moment. If we get
practical domestic knowledge carried into the homes of the people it
will do more to raise the standard of civilisation in Ireland than any
other reform’.108
In this assessment of Ireland’s ‘technical development’, made in 1896, Mary
Power Lalor quite deliberately employed a ﬁrst-person narrative to present
‘raising the standard of civilisation’ as a shared responsibility among all Irish
people. Downplaying class and religious divisions, she believed, would focus
Irish minds on confronting more pressing social and economic matters. By
the mid-1880s, Power Lalor was intimately connected with what Patrick
Maume has characterised – adopting the term from Frank Prochaska – as
the ‘welfare monarchy’ of Lady Aberdeen, a notion which implies that the
British royalty tried to ‘retain its importance, and role as embodier of national
identity, via the patronage of charities’.109 The concept also applied to the
aristocracy and gentry, and underpinned Power Lalor’s persistent struggle
to preserve the relevance of the landed classes in Ireland. From her belief
in the interconnectedness of philanthropy and self-help, however, she also
instigated and participated in schemes that were as much targeted economic
development projects as they were charities.110
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A variety of organisations aimed at personal, regional and national selfimprovement ﬂourished in Ireland, with Mary Power Lalor and her upper- and
upper-middle class collaborators at the hub of many of them.111 The Irish
Home Industries Association was founded under the patronage of Lady
Aberdeen in 1886, with Power Lalor heading a sub-committee on ‘Industrial
Instruction’.112 Adding to her ‘already overwhelming duties’, Power Lalor
was appointed Government Inspector of Lace-making in Ireland, on the
recommendation of the Marquis of Londonderry, in early 1887.113 Her
remit was to improve the native Irish lace industry, which she believed could
stimulate micro- and macroeconomic growth in the country.
From her earliest days helping her mother among the famine victims of
eastern Tipperary, Power Lalor seemed to believe that economic diversity, and
the promotion of small-scale industry such as lace-making, could ease reliance
on agriculture or, indeed, on the beneﬁcence of landlords.114 Although it has
been argued that, other than in north-eastern Ulster, such an enterprise was
unlikely to succeed, Power Lalor promoted the beneﬁts of lacemaking with an
evangelical zeal. Arguing that the industry employed ‘three thousand’ females
in Ireland, she hoped to popularise the varieties of Irish lace among ‘English
brides’, in direct competition to markets in Brussels and Paris.115 The charitable
element in purchasing such Irish goods was also stressed to the British public,
in a way which underlined the bilocated (or, perhaps, ‘transnational’116) nature
of the Anglo-Irish gentry: ‘If any fresh justiﬁcations for an appeal to English
charity in such a cause were needed, it might be pointed out that a large number
of the ladies who have been reduced to want by recent events in Ireland are
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resident in this country’.117 Furthermore, Lady Aberdeen hoped to underline
class solidarity in aiding Ireland’s economic revival, telling potential buyers in
Bradford that ‘there seemed to be a comical idea prevalent that those who
were working on behalf of the distressed ladies of Ireland, and those who
were seeking to turn into money the work of the peasants in Ireland, were
somehow antagonistic to each other.’118
Londonderry and Power Lalor also managed to secure a prominent
position for the IDLF and its work at Olympia’s ‘Irish Exhibition in London’
in 1888,119, which was partly developed as a model for the even more ambitious
‘Irish Village’ presented at the World’s Fair in Chicago in 1893.120 Although
the construction of Ireland in Olympia was in many respects romanticised, it
nevertheless tried to demonstrate that the Irish were a vigorous and industrial
people, ‘ready to take on the practical side of the Union and exploit their
talents’.121
By the late 1880s, public funding for the IDLF seems to have declined122,
perhaps as a result of the temporary lull in the national and land agitations and
the general ‘political vacuum’ that followed Parnell’s death.123 Attendances for
the fund’s entertainments declined, and it was beset by rumours of ﬁnancial
mismanagement124 and accusations that the women were being effectively
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institutionalised in ‘sweatshop’ conditions.125
The 1890s signalled a change in emphasis from the original emergency,
reactive philanthropy to a more sustainable economic plan for the employment
of Irish ladies, and the attendant stimulation of the Irish economy through
cottage industries.126 The lobbying of these groups resulted in Arthur Balfour’s
personal visit to the west of Ireland in 1890, and the development of a
‘Constructive Unionism’ programme which aligned very closely with Power
Lalor’s personal approach to Irish socio-economic problems.127 Close links
were developed in Dublin with the Irish Ladies’ Industrial Committee and the
Irish Association for the Training and Employment of Women, and indeed
Mary Power Lalor served on the committee of both of these organisations.128
Through their urban networks Power Lalor and her associates participated in
the ‘acceptable’ practice of Victorian philanthropy, and continued to develop
female education and industry in the period up to World War One. In addition
to her ongoing work with the IDLF, Mary Power Lalor served, inter alia, on: the
council of the ‘Queen’s Jubilee Nurses’;129 the Dublin Women’s Suffrage and
Local Government Association (where she instigated a scheme for boarding
urban children with rural families in Munster);130 and Vice-President of the
Catholic International Association for the Protection of Girls.131
Conclusion
Throughout her life, Mary Power Lalor demonstrated an utterly irreversible
faith in the prevailing social order and believed that social progress through
benevolent landlordism was the answer to Ireland’s problems. She hoped to
ensure that the women of Ireland, of all classes, would become economically
active, avoid dependence on charity and make a contribution to Ireland’s
industrial revival.132 In Power Lalor’s promotion of domestic industries and
the production of lace in particular, the idea of Irish native ingenuity and
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qualities was paramount in her rhetoric. She claimed to eschew party politics,
and made no public pronouncements on high constitutional matters.
‘It is the great object of my life’, said Mrs. Power Lalor in conclusion, ‘to
lessen the evils which have arisen in my country from allowing politics
and religion to come into the schemes for social reform. I know no
differences of politics and religion in matters of philanthropy, and want
to have everything put upon a charitable basis’.133
While it is quite true that politics and religion played no part in her distribution
of alms, it can be argued that all of her philanthropic work had the conscious
side-effect of maintaining the social equilibrium in Ireland, and was therefore
a political or politicised act. It was to her unthinkable that the removal or even
dilution of the landed inﬂuence in Ireland could beneﬁt the tenantry.
While her Roman Catholicism may have contributed something to her
sense of Irish identity – and she seems to have embraced some ‘native’
cultural movements such as the Gaelic Union134 – it also underpinned her
social conservativism. She was no more sympathetic than her father or her
husband had been to any radical ideas that might have emerged either from
the tenantry or local priests.
It is not possible from the public sources to ascertain whether Power Lalor
might have been a moderate Gladstonian Home Ruler, similar for example
to Lady Aberdeen, or closer to the unionist position of Lady Londonderry.
Patrick Maume’s assessment of the Aberdeens’ ‘kailyard’ outlook on Irish
society does, however, reﬂect much of Power Lalor’s basic credo: ‘Inequality
and social hierarchy were acceptable if the upper classes remained in contact
with their subordinates and thus open to human feelings prompting them
to acknowledge obligations towards the less fortunate’.135 Although she
accepted that the Westminster government was the main potential source of
infrastructural funding in Ireland, she wanted to stimulate the Irish economy
through small-scale enterprise and technical training, and some of her thinking
reﬂects what has been framed as ‘unionist nationalism’ in a Scottish context.
What seems quite clear is that, as a ‘noble, true-hearted Irishwoman’136 who
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was praised for ‘good and patriotic work’,137 she was personally convinced of
the coherence of the United Kingdom, and that as a distinctive nation within
that framework, Ireland had to opportunity to develop its industry within
a ready-made market, and also to make a signiﬁcant contribution to British
global domination.
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The Scottish Landed Estate: Break-up or Survival?
Ewen A. Cameron

There are two historical narratives of landed estates in modern British and
Irish history. This essay proposes to examine these narratives – one of decline,
the other of preservation – to assess the relationship between them and to
add an additional dimension to the debate: the role of the state. This is more
diverse than the familiar story of intervention in the aftermath of the Great
War to break up landed estates and redistribute land. It involves the ownership of land and the subtle relationship between those who had access to state
power and the form of the landed estate. At times the latter was an important
venue in which high politics was played out but the link goes beyond that to
the landed estate as a means of access to political power. Prior to addressing
these matters, the opening section of the essay will deal with the narratives
around the history of the landed estate in Britain and Ireland.
Narratives
First, we must deal with a story of ‘decline’, based on the changes to landholding in the period from the 1870s to the 1920s. The intervention of the state
to restrict the freedom of action of landowners in the management of their
estates, the preservation of their game and the disposal of their income were
the key actions of the United Kingdom state in this period.1 If the landed
estate happened to be in Ireland or the Scottish Highlands there was an additional dimension of change. Legislation of 1870 and 1881 in Ireland and 1886
in Highland Scotland granted security of tenure and other rights to small
tenants.2 This has been interpreted as an intellectual shift away from the applicability of classical political economy to these areas, in favour of ‘historicist’
ideas about communal approaches to landholding. These were drawn from
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scholarship relating to the early history of tenure in these areas. The experience of village communities in India and other parts of the Empire have also
been seen as inﬂuential.3 Increasing ﬁscal demands on the income from landed
property, it is held, undermined the economic basis of the large landed estate
and precipitated extensive sales of land in the aftermath of the Great War,
bringing to an end the age of the landed estate.4
Another important development was the decline of the great country
houses and the disposal of the valuable art, furniture and other objects which
the landed families had collected. There was no greater house in Scotland
than Hamilton Palace.5 The ducal family had acquired new wealth due to the
rich seams of coal under their land. Ironically – deliciously so for Keir Hardie
and other socialists who argued against the landowners’ unearned increment
from mineral royalties – the lucrative extraction of these natural resources
undermined the foundations of the Palace and led to its abandonment and,
ultimately, its demolition in 1919. Christies conducted two great sales of the
contents: in 1882 (at which nearly £400,000 was raised) and then in November
1919 (raising £230,000).6 The increasingly shaky foundations of Scotland’s
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greatest ‘Big House’ provide a seductive, but potentially misleading, metaphor
for the fate of the landed class.
The other principal narrative of the history of the landed estate is conﬁned
to Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Most accounts agree that the landed
estate was almost entirely eclipsed in the Republic of Ireland. Recent work
has emphasised the extent to which this was unﬁnished business in 1922 and
that successive pieces of Irish legislation completed the job begun by United
Kingdom land purchase acts.7 A preservationist narrative emphasises the ways
in which the representatives of the British estates developed new ways of
maintaining their elite status in the wake of the erosion of the economic foundations of their status.8 The principal theme of this literature is the increasing
role of the landed proprietors and country-house owners as actors in the preservation of ‘heritage’.9 The foundation of the National Trust for Scotland in
1931 (an organisation entirely separate from the older National Trust, operative in England, Wales and Northern Ireland) and the Association for the
Preservation of Rural Scotland, are the key Scottish markers of this process. A
small group of landowners – the duke of Atholl, Sir Iain Colquhoun of Luss,
Sir John Stirling Maxwell, the earl of Crawford and Balcarres – were central
to the establishment of these organisations. They were careful to construct an
image that their work was in the national interest.10 This argument was given
elegant literary expression by Sir James Fergusson of Kilkerran in a booklength hymn to the positive, albeit waning, inﬂuence of the landed class on the
historical development of Scotland.11
These narratives are not necessarily competing, contradictory or paradoxical. Indeed, they ﬁt together quite well. The construction of the narrative of
preservation can be seen as a response to both the narrative of, and the real
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evidence for, decline. The issue for discussion is the extent to which these narratives are exaggerated: was the decline as profound as many have suggested
and were the preservationist activities as successful as is ﬁrst apparent? There
are, however, two other important points to be made and this essay will deal
with them in more depth. The ﬁrst is that the landed estate has survived, albeit
in different forms and under new types of ownership, in Scotland in a way that
it has not in Ireland. This is the basis for a continuing critique of ‘landlordism’
which draws on a range of different Scottish political traditions and remains
relevant in contemporary times. This is evident from the Victorian era, during
which the classic assailants of private landownership, such as Henry George
and Alfred Russel Wallace, used Scottish material to make the case for land
restoration or nationalisation.12 It continued in the Edwardian period when
Lloyd George attacked the duke of Sutherland as the epitome of the private
owner of vast acreages.13 During the inter-war period, when the once dominant Liberal party retreated to the margins of Scottish politics, fundamental
arguments against private ownership of land were articulated by the left.14 In
the post-war period this was perhaps less evident, until land reform became
realistic once again after the creation of the Scottish parliament in 1999. A
polemical literature deals with the continuing problem of the concentration
of Scottish land ownership. This raises the issue of the incompleteness of the
narrative of decline and dispersal of landownership in Scotland.15
In response to this suggestion it might be argued that landownership has
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changed from the days of Victorian aristocratic lairds controlling vast estates.
This point is, to a degree, valid and can be seen as the result of successive
waves of land reform in Scotland. In the aftermath of the Great War the Land
Settlement (Scotland) Act (1919) provided for the state-acquisition of large
areas, especially in the highlands.16 The vast bulk of this land remains in the
hands of the Scottish Government at the present time. Even here, however,
although the identity of the owner contrasts with the classic private laird, many
of the essentials of the landed estate survived. Most of these estates were
divided into crofts and operated a form of tenure which gave the tenant security and a strong degree of control over the land. When crofting was thought
to be under threat in the 1950s one of the defences of it was a perception of
the state as a constructive landowner.17 Very few estates followed the Irish
model of land purchase, although there was provision for this in the Scottish
Congested Districts Act of 1897. Only one large estate, Glendale on the Island
of Skye, went down this route.18 A further, and seemingly new, form of ownership which has emerged in post-devolution Scotland is that by the ‘community’.
While this has enormous potential to deal with longstanding grievances relating to housing and employment in remote rural regions, it can also be seen as
a repackaging of the traditional landed estate, rather than a complete overturning of its form.19
The re-packaging of landownership is more extensive and diverse than the
concentration on the heritage sector would suggest. There are other ways in
which landowners have sought to sustain their power and status which help to
explain why they are still such a focus for the opprobrium of land reformers in
16
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Scotland. Central to this survival is a close relationship, even a blurring of the
boundaries, between the landed estate and the state.
Concentration of Landownership in Scotland
Much of the particular history of the land question in Scotland since the late
nineteenth century stems from a growing realisation that it was concentrated in
relatively few hands. Until the 1870s little was known about the concentration
or dispersal of landownership in Britain. An ofﬁcial Return of Owners of Land
in 1876 was followed in the late 1870s and early 1880s by successive editions
of John Bateman’s enumeration of landed proprietors. From this evidence
it is clear that Scottish land was owned by a small elite: of land in estates of
1,000 acres or more, 1,758 landowners owned 17.6 million acres, 92 per cent
of the total land area of Scotland. In England, estates of 1,000 acres or more
amounted to only 12.8 million acres, or 56.1 per cent of the total land area. In
Wales the ﬁgure was 1.5 million acres, 60.8 per cent of the total. The Irish ﬁgures are interesting in that 3,745 owners held 15.8 million acres, 78.4 per cent
of the total. This ﬁgure would likely have been higher prior to the dispersal of
encumbered estates in the aftermath of the Great Famine.20 In some senses
this division of the landowning classes into national groups gives a misleading
picture. The duke of Buccleuch, for example, held land in six English counties
and eight Scottish counties, the bulk of his 460,108 acres being in Scotland. The
marquis of Bute held land in seven counties in Scotland, England and Wales
amounting to 116,668 acres; 63,891 acres of which were in Scotland. Analysed
by acreage, the largest landowner in the United Kingdom was the duke of
Sutherland. He held 1,358,545 acres in Scotland and England, his vast Scottish
estates only forming the most extensive part of his pan-British empire. In the
county of Sutherland he had 1,176,454 acres and his marriage to the countess
of Cromartie added 149,999 acres in the neighbouring counties of Ross and
Cromarty.21
This excessive concentration of land did not necessarily bring great wealth
to its owners. The most striking example of the gap between acreage and
income is also the duke of Sutherland who earned ‘only’ £142,000 from his
1.36 million acres. The duke of Hamilton, whose estates were in industrial
areas rich in minerals, gained the same income from around 160,000 acres.
This pattern was evident in other areas of the country as well. A study of
20
21

Cannadine, Decline and Fall, 9, 54–5, 710–11.
John Bateman, The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland, 4th edition (London,
1883), 63, 69, 431.
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the South West of Scotland, an area much closer to the borders of the heavy
industrial region where land values were much higher, bears out the same
picture of concentration. It has been calculated that only 1.4 per cent of the
owners of land of over one acre owned 82 per cent of the acreage and 60 per
cent of the land value.22 This suggests regional differences in the pattern of
Scottish landholding.
The statistics in the Return of Owners of Land published by the House of
Commons in 1876 have been analysed to show the effect of large estates (those
over 1,000 acres in extent) on the pattern. The table has been ordered by counties according to the percentage of their total area in estates of 1,000 acres or
more.
The counties most dominated by such estates were located in the north
and west of Scotland, the crofting areas.23 Of the twenty-four estates of more
than 100,000 acres, fourteen were located in Inverness, Ross and Sutherland. If
Argyll is added to this list, we ﬁnd twenty three of the forty-four estates of more
than 50,000 acres. The other counties high in the league table of concentrated
landownership were also in geographically peripheral rural areas. There was a
concentration in the North East: Banff, Nairn, Elgin and Aberdeen. The other
identiﬁable grouping includes the industrial counties of Scotland; in these areas
land was of much higher value and dispersed to a much greater degree. Thus, we
ﬁnd such counties as Fife, Stirling, Lanark, Renfrew, Dumbarton and Ayr in the
lower reaches of the table. The division by county is a little arbitrary and gives
a slightly misleading picture in some senses. There was considerable diversity
within individual counties. In Fife, for example, there was a highly industrialized
area, dominated by coal mining, in the south west of the county. By contrast,
there was excellent arable-farming land in the north east. Similar internal diversity could be seen in Haddington, Edinburgh, Stirling and Linlithgow, in all of
which coal mining was an important industry. Nevertheless, the large landed
estate and the big house was less important in the social structure of these areas
of Scotland, compared to the Highlands or the North East.
Relatively low landed incomes did not detract from social and political control. In late-Victorian Scotland a plethora of organisations were responsible

22
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R. H. Campbell, Owners and Occupiers: Changes in Rural Society in South West Scotland Before
1914 (Aberdeen, 1991), 98–107.
T. M. Devine, The Great Highland Famine: Hunger, Emigration and the Scottish Highlands in the
Nineteenth Century (Edinburgh, 1988), 301 makes the distinction between ‘crofting’ and
‘farming’ parishes in the highlands.
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Table 1: Scottish landed estates of more than 1000 acres
Owners
430

Acres
1299253

Owners
1000+
10

% of
owners
2.33

% of
land
99.64

Inverness
Ross

1868
2044

2589408
1971682

89
65

4.76
3.18

99.49
98.93

Argyll
Bute

2864
736

2030948
138972

145
4

5.06
0.54

98.75
98.55

Banff
Peebles

4025
699

407501
232410

27
40

0.67
5.72

97.92
96.68

Nairn
Elgin

537
2562

120765
303168

12
27

2.23
1.05

96.59
96.52

Wigtown
Perth

1820
7644

309087
1612840

32
158

1.76
2.07

96.04
93.64

Aberdeen
SCOTLAND

7472
132131

1255138
18946694

155
1758

2.07
1.33

93.42
92.81

Kincardine
Roxburgh
Zetland
Selkirk
Dumfries
Forfar
Kirkcudbright
Haddington
Cromarty
Ayr
Berwick
Clackmannan
Orkney
Dumbarton
Renfrew
Edinburgh
Lanark
Stirling
Fife
Linlithgow
Caithness
Kinross

1383
2455
549
706
4177
9339
2386
1509
231
9376
1744
1227
1308
2346
5735
16945
20056
4257
2562
1536
1028
727

244585
423463
305383
161815
676971
555994
571950
171739
18206
721947
292139
30189
220873
153736
155321
231742
557919
284751
304363
75785
471763
44888

40
67
32
29
74
75
92
35
3
109
51
7
22
23
25
50
87
42
74
17
29
8

2.89
2.73
5.83
4.11
1.77
0.80
3.86
2.32
1.30
1.16
2.92
0.57
1.68
0.98
0.44
0.30
0.43
0.99
2.89
1.11
2.82
1.10

89.87
89.63
89.52
89.12
87.98
87.98
87.55
86.88
86.80
86.48
83.97
82.02
81.97
78.55
74.67
74.47
73.97
73.65
63.71
61.90
57.92
26.65

County
Sutherland
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for local administration – Parochial Boards for poor relief after 1845, School
Boards after 1872 and County Councils after 1889 – giving landowners a host
of channels in which to exercise inﬂuence, to say nothing about their uninhibited direct power over their tenants before the 1880s. In 1874 poverty-stricken
crofters at Bernera, in the west of the Island of Lewis, rioted about landlord
encroachment of their grazing land. At the consequent trial in the Sheriff
Court it became clear that Sir James Matheson’s factor, Donald Munro, held
so many local public ofﬁces that he was a virtual dictator in the island.24 This
event, and another protest against eviction at Leckmelm in Wester Ross, set
the pattern for the ‘Crofters’ War’ – at its most intense from 1882 to 1888 –
although there were other waves of protests in the years just before and just
after the Great War.25
Although it is a commonplace that ‘anti-landlordism’ is a strong tradition in Scottish politics, it is worth considering its precise form. Much of
the protest and rhetoric was directed against the policies of owners of large
estates rather than the existence of the large estate itself. Indeed, ‘factors’ (the
Scottish term for land agents) tended to attract a greater degree of opprobrium than the landowners. This is evident in much of the Gaelic poetry of
the nineteenth century. Indeed, no less a commentator than the pre-eminent
twentieth-century Gaelic poet Sorley MacLean felt that this focus on factors
detracted from the criticism which, in his view, ought to have been directed
towards landowners.26 There is no question that the factor, with his huge inﬂuence over the lives of insecure tenants, played an enormous role in the direct
and indirect coercion that could be exerted through the landed estate. Indeed,
when the state, through the Congested Districts Board, established its own
landed estates in the Island of Skye in the early twentieth century it was aware
of the opprobrium in which the factor was held. As a result, they determined
to use an alternative title for its ‘land manager’.27 In the notes to his poem
‘oideachadh ceart’ (A proper schooling) another twentieth-century poet from
24

25

26

27

James Shaw Grant, A Shilling for your Scowl: The History of a Scottish Legal Maﬁa (Stornoway,
1992); Report of the So-Called Bernera Rioters at Stornoway, on the 17th and 18th of July 1874
(no place, 1874).
Iain J. M. Robertson, Landscapes of Protest in the Scottish Highlands after 1914: The Later
Highland Land Wars (Aldershot, 2013).
Samuel MacLean, ‘The Poetry of the Clearances’, Transactions of the Gaelic Society of
Inverness, 38 (1937–41), 296, 319.
See the discussion in National Records of Scotland, Congested Districts Board Files,
AF42/1891; for background see the detailed account in Donald Shaw, The Idrigill Raiders
(Ullapool, 2010).
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Skye, Aonghas MacNeacail, makes an interesting point when he remarks, correctly, ‘no Scot from croft or tenement, needs to be told that the factor is the
landlord’s agent or rent-collector’, thereby linking the rural and urban element of the politics of property relations and conﬂict. The principal urban
protests over property were the rent strikes in Glasgow and other towns in
1915. The urban property market, especially in areas affected by the munitions
industries, had been disturbed and landlords attempted to take advantage of
high demand to raise rents. This led to protest, in which factors were burnt in
efﬁgy, and government intervention to restrict rent increases.28
We have seen how earlier attempts at land reform in Scotland did not lead
to substantial erosion of the landed estate as an entity in Scottish society.
From the 1920s to the advent of a Scottish Parliament in 1999 land reform
remained part of the political and cultural debate in Scotland. There was widespread unease at the extent of the concentration of landownership. Aside
from tinkering with crofting tenure, there was minimal land reform. Outside
the Highlands it was not taken very seriously as an issue on a Scottish political agenda dominated by housing, industrial policy, oil and the constitution.
There were, however, cultural attempts to link these issues with the politics of
land reform and with the injustices of Scottish history. In the 1970s the ‘7:84
Theatre Company’ were responsible for the staging of John McGrath’s play
about the history of the Scottish Highlands: The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black
Black Oil. The group took its name from the reported statistic that 84 per cent
of wealth in British society was concentrated in the hands of only 7 per cent
of the population. The premiere was held in Scotland’s oil capital, Aberdeen,
in 1973, and subsequently played to audiences in village halls throughout the
Highlands, where the cheviot and the stag had been central to important historical forces. Each performance was followed by a ceilidh.29 This drama was
played out in a period when Scottish politics was opening up to new questions. The discovery of North-Sea oil had brought new possibilities to both
Unionists and Nationalists. The period from 1967 to 1974 saw the move of
28

29

Aonghas MacNeacail, dènamh gàire ris ‘ chloc, dàin ùra agus thagte: Laughing at the Clock, New
and Selected Poems (Edinburgh, 2012), 162–5; Joe Melling, Rent Strikes: People’s Struggle for
Housing in West Scotland, 1890–1916 (Edinburgh, 1983).
John McGrath, Six-Pack: Plays for Scotland (Edinburgh, 1996), 139–99; John McGrath,
‘The Year of the Cheviot’ in John McGrath, The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil,
revised, illustrated edition (London, 1993), v–xxix; Linda Mackenney, ‘The People’s
Story: 7:84 Scotland’ in Randall Stevenson and Gavin Wallace (eds), Scottish Theatre
Since the Seventies (Edinburgh, 1996), 65–7; Cairns Craig and Randall Stevenson (eds),
Twentieth-Century Scottish Drama: An Anthology (Edinburgh, 2001), xii.
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the Scottish National Party from the fringes of Scottish politics towards its
centre, and the years from 1974 to 1979 saw a long and tortuous debate over
Scotland’s place in the United Kingdom. They were years in which the pulse
of Scottish politics quickened and there was renewed, although ultimately
inconclusive, discussion of the land question.
Land reform only became a realistic prospect in Scottish politics with the
election of a Labour government in 1997 and the creation of a Scottish parliament in 1999. A Land Reform Act followed in 2003. This had three objectives:
to create a right of responsible access to land; to give communities the right
to buy their land when it came on the market; and to give crofting communities, the inheritors of the reform of 1886, the right to buy their land at any
time.30 Alongside this formal legislative process, and accelerated by it, was the
development and implementation of the idea of ‘community ownership’ of
land. This ﬂowed from the example of Assynt in Sutherland, to Knoydart on
the west coast of Inverness-shire, Eigg in the Inner Hebrides and the small
island of Gigha, just off the Mull of Kintyre. These were important events in
seeming to break the logjam of Scottish land reform and putting these communities on a new footing.31
Community ownership has developed into a signiﬁcant form of property
holding for quite large landed estates. It can be seen as a quasi-democratic
form of the landed estate, as well as an alternative to market-oriented forms
of landownership.32 Despite these important innovations, there are continuities with the traditional landed estate, however; not least the implication that
land management, even in the interests of the ‘community’, can be carried
out in large blocks of land. Community ownership is especially evident in the
Hebrides, where 500,000 acres, from Galson in the north of Lewis to South
Uist, are held this way and further bids are being made on the Pairc estate
30

31

32

Janet Laible, ‘The Scottish Parliament and its Capacity for Redistributive Policy: The
Case of Land Reform’, Parliamentary Affairs, 61 (2008), 160–84; Charles R. Warren and
Annie McKee, ‘The Scottish Revolution? Evaluating the Impacts of Post-Devolution
Land Reform’, Scottish Geographical Journal, 127 (2011), 17– 39; John MacAskill, ‘The
Crofting Community’s Right to Buy in the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003’, Scottish
Affairs, 49 (2004), 104–33; Nicole Busby and Calum MacLeod, ‘Rural Identity in the
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2006).
This is an important theme in MacKenzie, Places of Possibility.

105

106

Ewen A. Cameron

on Lewis. Stòras Uibhist (The Wealth of Uist), the largest of these estates,
extends to 93,000 acres. It is perhaps doubtful if the framers of the legislation
had estates of this size in mind when the 2003 Land Reform Act was passed
and the Scottish Land Fund, recently re-established, was created. Thus, even
within a novel development in the long debate over the Scottish land question
there is evidence of the survival of the landed estate.
Land reform is an ongoing process in devolved Scotland. The Scottish government took action in 2012 to re-establish the Scottish Land Fund, wound
up in 2006, but the cash at its disposal – £1 million in its ﬁrst year, rising to £3
million in its third year – is not especially generous when one considers that
the Board of Agriculture for Scotland had access to £2.75 million in 1919.33
Since 2012 there has been increased activity. This was initiated by the appointment of the Land Reform Review Group by the Scottish Government.34 The
adverse comment on the interim report led the Government to expand the
group.35 Its ﬁnal report was more comprehensive. It contains a host of recommendations, but it returns to the problem, deﬁned in the Victorian period, of
concentration of landownership. The group notes that in the past forty years
there may have been ‘a re-concentration of land ownership’. They conclude
that ‘the underlying structure of private estates … has continued to survive
in rural Scotland.’36 There seems to be no sign of the disappearance of the
political issues surrounding the landed estate. In a striking constitutional development, the next stage in the re-heating of the debate on the Scottish land
question came from the Scottish Affairs Select Committee of the House of
Commons. The Committee commissioned a brieﬁng paper and this has stimulated debate. 432:50 – Towards a Comprehensive Land Reform Agenda for Scotland
(2013) seeks to tap into concerns about inequality of status and treatment in
an age of austerity. The title, an echo of ‘7:84’, refers to the ownership of 50
per cent of Scotland’s privately-owned land by 432 persons.37 The debate over
the land question has survived in Scottish culture and politics.
The next section of this essay will examine some of the ways that this survival can be explained. This brings into focus the close relationship between
the landed estate and the political elites at the heart of the British state.
33
34
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The Landed Estate and the British State
The relationship between the landed estate and the British state is profound.
The connection may be considered in the context of recent historiography
which has begun to look at the state less as a bounded entity than as ‘heterogeneous and multiplex’, encompassing educational institutions outside its formal
boundaries, systems of communications and networks of power. The next
section will consider the Scottish landed estate in these terms.38
The landed estate was central to the administration of nineteenth-century
Scotland. Before the establishment of elected County Councils in Scotland
in 1889, local administration was carried out through a body of landowners,
the Commissioners of Supply. The Commissioners had three functions. The
ﬁrst was the valuation of lands. This was important because local revenue
was raised by rates which were based on such a valuation. Second, they were
responsible for the imposing and recovery of rates so that expenditure could
be undertaken. Third, the Commissioners ﬁxed the number of police and
paid the ofﬁcers. Although the direction of the force was in the hands of the
Sheriff – a legal appointment made by the Crown – county police forces were
often criticised as being agents of the landowning class.39 Who, then, were the
Commissioners of Supply? There were three groups, each of them related to
the landed class and the infrastructure of their estates. The ﬁrst were owners
of land valued at more than £100. The second were owners of houses valued
at more than £200 and the third were the eldest sons and factors of owners of land valued at £400 or more.40 Thus, until 1889 local government in
rural Scotland was carried out by landowners. Further, revenue was raised by a
property tax, so there was a clear incentive to limit expenditure.
A problematic element of this system, in the days before cross subsidy
aimed at equalisation, was the vast disparity in the value of land, and hence the
tax base, between the different counties. This can be seen from the following
table, also drawn from the 1876 Return of Owners of Land, which shows the
ten counties with the least valuable land and the ten with the highest.
The counties with the least valuable land were largely in the north of
38
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Scotland and those with the most valuable land were mostly in the south. A rate
of local taxation in Edinburghshire (Midlothian) would raise over 166 times
the revenue produced by the same rate in Sutherland. Local administration
was more straightforward in areas where the valuation of land and property
was high. In areas where the value of land was low there was a choice between
very high rates of local taxation to provide a meaningful level of service, or
poverty-stricken local government. The latter tended to prevail as there was
little chance of payment of the former from poor crofters. Also, in such areas
the Commissioners of Supply tended to be a much smaller body as there were
a few large landowners who exercised enormous inﬂuence. Thus, in some ways,
it could be argued that local government prior to 1889 was not really conducted
Table 2: Land Valuation in Victorian Scotland
County
Sutherland

Value/Acre (£)
0.06

Zetland

0.11

Ross

0.14

Inverness

0.14

Orkney

0.28

Caithness

0.29

Nairn

0.35

Argyll

0.55

Banff

0.56

Ayr
Stirling

1.55
1.83

Haddington

2.03

Dumbarton

2.12

Fife

2.98

Clackmannan

3.23

Linlithgow

3.28

Renfrew

6.38

Lanark

7.31

Edinburgh

9.15
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by the state at all, but by groups of unelected private individuals, mostly landowners. A variant of this argument would be that the relationship between
the state and the landed class was very close and the two spheres touched at
various points. This structure helps to explain why once elected county councils were established, the landed class remained powerful. Indeed, it was not
until the reform of Scottish local government in 1975, when the counties and
burghs were replaced by a two-tier, functionally divided, system of Regions
and Districts that the landed class relinquished their place in the administration of Scottish localities.
The landed estate was the basis of many national as well as local political
careers. Landed MPs were very common in Scotland, especially in the north.
The domination of Scottish politics by the Liberal party partly reﬂects the
Liberal outlook of the Scottish landed class, until the rupture in the party
over Irish Home Rule in 1886. The list of pre-1885 MPs for the constituencies in the Highlands, for example, is a roll-call of the landed elite of the
area and demonstrates the vitality of family political dynasties: Cameron
of Lochiel, a Conservative (Inverness-shire); Sir James Matheson and Sir
Alexander Matheson (Ross-shire), the marquis of Stafford, later fourth duke
of Sutherland (Sutherland); Sir Tollemache Sinclair of Ulbster (Caithness);
Lord Colin Campbell and his brother, the marquis of Lorne, later ninth
duke of Argyll (Argyll). This is not enough, however, to explain the political
importance of the Scottish landed estate. Indeed, compared to England, the
prominence of the great landowners in the parliamentary representation of
Scotland was not especially signiﬁcant. Within Scotland there were regional
variations, especially a Highland/Lowland divide. The landlord dominance of
Highland politics was virtually complete up to 1885. From the election of that
year it was substantially eroded, although not entirely eradicated, as was the
case in other parts of Britain.41
The success of the so-called ‘Crofter MPs’ in the period from 1885 to 1895
was notable but they were reabsorbed by the Liberal party in the mid-1890s
and landlords returned to the representation of county seats. Sir Archibald
Sinclair of Ulbster, later Lord Thurso, who had been a Cabinet minister in the
Churchill wartime government, remained MP for Caithness and Sutherland
until 1945.42 Indeed, the long period of success for the Scottish Unionists
41
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from the 1920s to the 1950s meant that the owners of Scottish landed estates
made a political comeback, often at the highest level. This group deﬁes generalisation and ranges from the leading Orangeman Sir John Gilmour of
Montrave (Secretary for Scotland and Home Secretary in the inter-war period)
to the duchess of Atholl. The latter was known as the ‘Red duchess’, although
her progressive politics can be overstated. She was notable for her opposition to appeasement, which saw her resign her safe seat and ﬁght the ensuing
by-election as an independent Unionist.43 This trend culminated in the, albeit
brief, premiership, as Sir Alec Douglas Home, of the earl of Home from 1963
to 1964.
A signiﬁcant feature of the Scottish landed estate was the increasing use
from the mid-nineteenth century of its sporting potential. This was an important way in which the political leadership of Great Britain came into contact
with rural Scotland. Indeed, the coordination of the sporting and parliamentary seasons was central to the social calendar of the political and social elite.
This can be evidenced in various ways. John Buchan’s novel John Macnab (1924)
tells the story of three such ﬁgures – Sir Edward Leithen, Lord Lamancha and
Edward Palliser Yeates – who adopt the persona ‘John Macnab’ and lay a challenge to three landowners in the vicinity of the estate of their friend Archie
Roylance that they can poach a salmon or a stag from their land. Buchan was
a Tory of a particular Scottish kind. Although a Unionist MP for the Scottish
Universities from 1927 to 1935 and later Governor General for Canada, he
was a strong Scottish patriot. While his novel exempliﬁes traditional views
about the sanctity of property, he also posed questions about the different
values of a new class of non-native lairds. One of Macnab’s targets is owned
by an American family and another by an English war proﬁteer, the latter is
initially the least sporting. Buchan drew on a real event for the kernel of his
plot and it was hatched at Ardtornish Castle, the house of Gerard Craig Sellar,
the grandson of Patrick Sellar (who is the principal villain in most narratives

43
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of the Highland Clearances).44 A rather different literary evocation of the
Highland sporting estate was produced by the nationalist novelist Neil M.
Gunn. His Second Sight was published in 1940 and concerns the pursuit of a
legendary stag, ‘King Brude’. In this book contrasts are drawn between the
shooting tenants and their guests and stalkers, or ghillies. One of the latter has
the facility of prophecy, the ‘second sight’ of the title, and evokes the sympathy of one of the more sensitive of the English sportsmen.45 Nevertheless,
Gunn saw the sporting estate as a malign force in Highland society: ‘kept up
by privilege and in the end devoted to preserving life in order to kill it.’46
The sporting estate had a wider political signiﬁcance and was important
in the ways in which the Highlands impinged on the public consciousness.
Inverness was reached by a direct railway route from the south in 1863 and
by the 1880s there was quite an extensive rail network in the Highlands.47
This helped to facilitate the expansion of sporting estates, which in turn
brought substantial business to the railway companies.48 Most of the sport
in the Highlands was deer stalking but from the middle of the nineteenth
century grouse moors became numerous. The patronage of such estates by
political and economic elites as owners, tenants and guests helped to integrate the Highland landscape, or a particular conception of it, with the mental
landscapes of these groups. This crossed the political divide. In an attempt
to expose what they saw as Liberal hypocrisy on the land question in the
44
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Edwardian period, the Scottish Unionists gathered information on sporting
estates owned or rented by ‘Radicals’ and came up with thirty-ﬁve cases where
Liberal MPs or peers were sporting tenants.49 The elite also helped to romanticise deer stalking and its effect on the landscape through their commissions
to Sir Edwin Landseer, who abandoned his earlier interest in the people of
the Highlands to concentrate on the animal which by the 1880s symbolised
their displacement: the red deer.50 The most extreme example of this invading
force was an American businessman, W. L. Winans. He acquired ownership
or tenancy of over 200,000 acres of land. His determination to exclude crofters was extreme, even to the extent of initiating litigation against a crofter
who allowed a pet lamb to stray onto his land.51 The ediﬁce of the hunt was
topped by royal patronage, with the future Edward VII a particularly keen
participant.52
The fact that numerous leading politicians were keen sportsmen meant
that the Highlands were familiar territory to many of them as they travelled
north in August in pursuit of opportunities for shooting or angling. This
meant that on occasion high politics were played out in the northern Scottish
sporting environment. The ‘Relugas compact’ was hatched in September 1905
by Asquith, Grey and Haldane to remove Campbell-Bannerman from the
leadership of the Liberal party. Asquith was staying at a country house in
Morayshire; Grey, a dedicated angler, had a ﬁshing lodge at Relugas, nearby.53
The informal, even conspiratorial, nature of the Relugas compact hints at the
possibility that much politics were done on Highland deer forests and grouse
moors in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Even more remarkably, on 7 September 1921 the Cabinet met in Inverness to consider the Irish
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1870–1980’, Sport in History, 28 (2008), 431–49.
Richard Burdon Haldane, An Autobiography (London, 1929), 158–9; George L. Bernstein,
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question and the possibility of a conference between representatives of Sinn
Fein and the government. The location was determined by the fact that Lloyd
George was spending his holiday at Flowerdale House, Gairloch, as a guest
of Sir Kenneth MacKenzie. He had reached Wester Ross after staying with
the duke of Atholl at Blair Castle. The King was a guest of the MacKintosh
of MacKintosh at Moy, twelve miles south of Inverness and held a meeting
with the Prime Minister on the morning of the Cabinet. Many ministers were
in Scotland at this point in the year, the height of shooting season. Churchill
was with the duke of Sutherland at Dunrobin (painting rather than shooting
or ﬁshing), and Sir Worthington Evans at Lord Lovat’s residence at Beaufort,
west of Inverness. Sinn Fein sent two representatives north with a telegram
from Éamon De Valera for Lloyd George. They followed the Prime Minister
to Gairloch and from Gairloch to Inverness. One of them, George Barton,
waited in the Town Hall while the Cabinet meeting took place. On its conclusion he was handed a communication by Lloyd George and he left immediately
to catch the train back to Euston.54 This meeting exempliﬁed the close relationship between the political elite, the state and the Highland sporting estate.
Events such as these may have helped to make the debate on the future of
the Highlands more relevant to the political class, but it also provided excellent
material for a powerful critique of the landed system upon which such sport
was based. A radical newspaper in London asserted:
We are evidently on the brink of hostilities in the far North. Every
train to Scotland is heavily laden with its cargo of guns, ammunition,
and provisions of all kinds; and every evening there is a busy scene at
Euston Square and King’s Cross, at the time of the night express …
The jaded statesmen, who have done so much beneﬁt to the English
people in their late parliamentary labours, the ‘mashers’ and ‘men about
town’ who naturally need some recreation after the exhausting duties
of a London season, all these useful members of society are now off
to Scotland to shoot grouse. It is right and proper that after much idling
they should do a little killing.
The article ﬁnished on a more political note: ‘The Highlands are not yet a
54
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paradise, even under a beneﬁcent English rule; indeed a very clear proof of
the contrary may be seen in the annual incursion of English sportsmen and
the annual exodus of dispossessed Scottish crofters.’55 Appropriation of land
for an exclusive sporting activity was an affront to those who believed that the
land of the Highlands could support a larger population.
Although commercialised sport was one factor in the depopulation of the
Highlands in the nineteenth century it could be repackaged to meet military
needs. Lord Lovat, in raising his Scouts for the second Boer War in 1899, demonstrated that the ﬁeldcraft required to service the sporting economy could be
utilised for military purposes. Lovat believed that stalkers and ghillies had skills
which were in demand in South Africa.56 He was disappointed in the way his
Scouts were used in South Africa – deployed as a unit rather than individual
Scouts being attached to other units.57 Given the fears of racial degeneration which greeted the realisation of the unhealthy condition of many urban
recruits, the Scouts’ physiques were lauded.58 The Lovat Scouts remained an
important and highly distinctive element of the Highland military tradition
after the Boer War, serving throughout the Great War on the Western Front
and at Gallipoli and during the Second World War in such diverse missions as
the occupation of the Faroe Islands and in the invasion of Italy in 1943.
More distinctive, however, was the fact that substantial areas of the landscape of the western part of Inverness-shire were used for training of special
forces. The most famous example of this theme is the use of Achnacarry
Castle (the home of the Camerons of Lochiel), near Spean Bridge, and its
surrounding landscape for the training of Commando forces.59 This was, how55
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‘The War in the North’, Justice, 18 August 1885.
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Many country houses were requisitioned by the state during the two world wars. See
John Martin Robinson, Requisitioned: The British Country House in the Second World War
(London, 2014). Hamilton Palace, for example, had been a military hospital during
the Great War. Rosneath Castle, belonging to the dukes of Argyll and much used by
Princess Louise, duchess of Argyll (daughter of Queen Victoria), was used for naval
planning during the Second World War. Much of the planning of the invasion of North
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ever, only one of a number of examples of use of the landscape and coastline
of western Inverness-shire for the training of special and covert forces. A
prominent local landowner and military ﬁgure, Simon Fraser, Lord Lovat, was
allegedly central in the identiﬁcation of this district as suitable for a special
training centre. Not only was it inside the protected area but it was ideal for
training of special forces and other covert activities.60
The infrastructure which the state took advantage of during the Second
World War was essentially that of the sporting estate. Although this was the
second unintended military consequence of the sporting economy – after
the formation of the Lovat Scouts in 1899 – critics of deer forests were not
appeased. It is striking that Lovat and others deeply involved in the sporting
economy of the Highlands were implicated in the selection of venues for this
training and the creation of the ethos which it sought to impart:
Highland sporting culture … lent something of its values to the idea of
training as initiation, testing men against the challenge of the environment in order to develop and assess their ﬁtness as individuals for the
new, self-deﬁning elite of special service.61
These ideals were deeply embedded in the masculine nature of Highland
sporting culture as it developed from the middle of the nineteenth century.
The technical skills of the hunt, some of which could be devolved to a specialist ghillie, were complemented by the ability to endure long periods in cold and
wet conditions and to walk long distances.62
Conclusion
This essay has sought to explore the ways in which the Scottish landed estate,
in contrast to the fate of its Irish cousin, has endured since the late Victorian
period. As has been shown, this is a problematic project. There is a tendency,
both in historiography and polemic, to celebrate the demise of the landed
estate. There is an equally loquacious tendency to deplore the continuing
60
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power of landed estates in Scotland. The continuing politics of land reform
in Scotland, in contrast to other parts of the United Kingdom and Ireland,
indicate that problems remain. The successive phases of land reform from the
1880s to the 1920s, supplemented by land sales, seem not to have completed
the job. A principal contention of this chapter is that, despite the tinkering
with tenure and the substantial shift of land from the private to the public
sector in the period from the 1880s to the 1920s and then to the ‘community’
in the last ﬁfteen years, the landed estate remains the main form of organisation of land in many parts of rural Scotland, especially the Highlands. The
owner-occupied farm, for example, has not gained such a ﬁrm foothold in
Scotland as in England and is certainly not so prominent as it is in Ireland. The
Highland croft is largely tenanted and although crofters have had an individual
right to buy since 1976, the option has not been widely taken up. This can be
seen as a continuity with the late nineteenth century when attempts to import
Irish-style land purchase thorough a Scottish Congested District Board were
unsuccessful. The endurance of the landed estate is not merely serendipitous.
This essay has tried to show the ways in which the enduring concentration
of landownership in Scotland created a powerful social and economic elite.
Further, the connections between that group and the political elites at the
heart of government, exercised, inter alia, through the sporting and military
cultures associated with it, show that it was a deeply embedded feature of
national life.
University of Edinburgh

Purpose and the Irish Landed Gentry: The Case of
Arthur Hugh Smith Barry, 1843–19251
Ian d’Alton

What were the Irish landed gentry for? Goldwin Smith, writing in the
Contemporary Review in 1885, suggested that ‘Landlordism, it is to be feared,
however beneﬁcent and picturesque in theory, is practically a failure. Where
there is no obligation to work, pleasure in most of us gets the better of duty’.2
Much later, Shane Leslie, for one, was in no doubt. ‘Country life’ he averred
‘was entirely organised to give nobility and gentry … a good time’.3 In this
reading, the women had children, parties, visits and gossip – ‘comings-andgoings, entertainments, marriages’.4 The men had horses, foxes, guns, cards
– and women.5 And if many landlords saw their tenants as dim, feckless,
devious wastrels, this was almost exactly reciprocated – it is well to remember
that the greatest hatreds often derive from, and feed on, Freud’s ‘narcissism
of small differences’.6 To take one very prosaic example: drinking to excess
was something both the gentry and their tenantry could understand. Lady
Charlotte Smith Barry, writing of Fota, County Cork in the early nineteenth
century, describes ‘the great quantity of wine that was consumed there, the
big decanter which holds nine bottles … being reﬁlled many times, the door
having previously been locked and the key thrown out of the window.’7
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L. Perry Curtis has recently explored the nature of the demonising of Irish
landlords since the Famine, focusing on the Land War and the depiction of
evictions. Drawing on the National Folklore Collection, his conclusion is that
the stereotype, shaped by the Famine but constructed in sharp detail in the
1870s and 1880s, long outlasted the reality.8 In modern times the distortion
has been no less, often fostered through the literary achievements of their
own kind, with partial and attractive writing in such as Lennox Robinson’s
1926 play The Big House, Elizabeth Bowen’s novels The Last September (1929)
and A World of Love (1955), and a plethora of memoir and semi-sentimental
coffee-table books about the ‘Descendancy’.9 These have largely trumped
the actuality, despite a string of modern sober studies. The latter sorts of
analyses are not new. It was not from a shortage of contemporary examination
and prescription – now largely forgotten and unread – that landlordism, as
a purposeful system, collapsed. Leaving aside the obvious polemics from
implacable enemies convinced that the gentry were beyond redemption, there
are dozens of quite thoughtful and forensic dissections of its defects and its
strengths from friends and sceptical sympathisers in the periodical journals,
pamphlets and newspapers of the later nineteenth century.10

8

9

10

Mary Frances Wyndham Quin’, typescript of an unpublished MS now in the archives
at Fota House, County Cork, 3. I am indebted to Mr Niall Foley for enabling sight of
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John Banville’s subversive Big House novel, Birchwood (1984) contains the
thought-provoking observation that ‘We imagine that we remember things
as they were, while in fact all we carry into the future are fragments which
reconstruct a wholly illusory past’.11 It suited agitators to represent the
landed nexus as rapacious and ruthless, overwhelmingly Protestant and often
signiﬁcantly absent, in mind as well as body. The acceptance of such was
vital to a larger political purpose and, indeed, it was hugely successful. Not
only Irish-America, but signiﬁcant swathes of liberal England, agreed with the
assessment. And in it were large elements of truth. But it skated over a couple
of things. For one, the landed economy was somewhat more than Cromwellian
land-grabbers; there were signiﬁcant institutional outliers – corporate estates
held by such as the London guilds, the Church of Ireland, Trinity College, the
railway companies.12 For another, while the largest estates were substantially
Protestant-owned,13 there was a sub-class of Catholic landowners. These were
mainly small estates: the 1861 census of occupations by religion throws up the
intriguing statistic that fully 40 per cent of landed proprietors in Ireland were
Catholic but holding only about 20 per cent of the acreage.14
Furthermore, typically Irish landowners were not particularly prosperous.
Unwise family settlements and the Famine, followed in smart order by the
Encumbered Estates Court, picked off many gentry families by mid-century.
Rapaciousness and ruthlessness were the consequences of inefﬁciency and
incompetence, not the reverse, summed up in the landlords failing to keep rents
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in line with rising prosperity in the 1850s and 1860s, and thus experiencing all
the more heavy a fall-out in the 1870s when times got bad again. At one end
of the spectrum there is the example of Lord Midleton whose incompetent
agent Thomas Poole allowed arrears of £70,000 to accumulate between 1806
and 1838.15 At the other was Arthur Hugh Smith Barry.16
One of the few Irish landlords who bucked the perceived trend, Smith
Barry held on for a long time; but he was exceptional. In his day, he was
signiﬁcant.17 Lord Midleton’s verdict in the 1930s was that ‘Smith-Barry ... had
a cachet which no one else could aspire to’ and that he was ‘the one resident
Southern landlord of capacity who commanded general conﬁdence’.18 As late
as 1910, Vanity Fair was caricaturing him as a typical Irish landowner in one of
its ‘Men of the Day’ series.19 Born before the Famine, he died three years after
the foundation of the Irish Free State a wealthy man, worth about €30 million
in today’s money. His gross estate was proved at £492,277, his personal estate
at £295,487, but that in the Irish Free State was only £46,800.20
Smith Barry was one of an inﬂuential group of United Kingdom landed
proprietors with property in England as well as Ireland. This structure of
what we might call ‘transnational’ landholding was by far the most common.
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Hiberno-Scottish landlords were much rarer – only six have been identiﬁed
from Bateman’s 1883 Great Landowners.21 This was a narrow crossover, and
goes a long way to explaining why, when discussing land proprietorship and
cultural afﬁnity in the different countries of the United Kingdom from an Irish
perspective, the usual comparator tends to be England rather than Scotland.
While landlords and their agents had to deal with different legal systems and
landholding customs in England and Ireland, those differences were much less
than with the Scottish systems.22 In Smith Barry’s case, he could be classed as
more Hiberno-English than Anglo-Irish; his estates consisted of 13,000 acres
in Cork, 8,600 in Tipperary, 3,000 in Cheshire and 2,000 in Huntingdonshire,
with seventy-nine acres in Cork city, and 6,200 in county Louth. He had a
townhouse in London – 20 Hill Street, Berkeley Square, Mayfair – which may
have come through the second Lord De Tabley, who married Smith Barry’s
mother in 1871 (his father died in 1856).23 He also owned, more exotically, a
winter residence on the Mediterranean, in Algeria.24 In the 1870s the valuation
of the Irish lands amounted to some £32,000; the English estates to £9,200. A
cadet branch of the family (Ballyedmond, Midleton), owned some 8,400 acres
in the 1880s.25 On Smith Barry’s death, the Irish estates, which were entailed,
passed to his brother and then to his nephew Robert Raymond Smith Barry.
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Somewhat mysteriously perhaps, given his antecedents, the house survived the
1919-23 period unscathed. In 1936, the Cork estate of Fota Island that had
been substantially improved by Smith Barry and his father26 was acquired by
Arthur Hugh’s daughter, Dorothy Bell, who sold Marbury Hall, the Cheshire
residence (now demolished).27 On her death in 1975, Fota ceased to be lived
in; it is now the property of the Irish Heritage Trust. For Smith Barry, the
English lands provided a parliamentary power-base but his political and
economic interests remained almost exclusively Irish-oriented.
Arthur Hugh was born on 17 January 1843 at Leamington, Warwickshire,
the elder son of James Hugh Smith Barry and Elizabeth Jacson.28 In 1915
he wrote that ‘My mother was a delicate woman and I apparently a poor and
weakly specimen; friends I am told used to say “poor Mrs Smith Barry, she is
not likely to live long and as for that wretched baby she will never be able to
rear it”.’29 Succeeding to the estates in 1856 while still a minor, he was educated
at Eton; and at Christ Church, Oxford between 1863 and 1865 where he did
not proceed to a degree. While he seemingly had a full social and sporting life
at Oxford – he was President of the Bullingdon Club, for instance30 – later the
impression given is that he was not particularly clubbable, and he is a curious
absence from the memoirs of many of his contemporaries. For instance, his
brother-in-law, Lord Dunraven, mentions him only in passing.31 Like his father
a keen yachtsman, he was admiral of the Royal Cork Yacht Club between 1890
and 1925, and a member of the Royal Yacht Squadron and of the Marylebone
Cricket Club.32 Cricket was a passion. He was a strongly built man who used
his physique to be a hard hitting batsman, usually in the middle order; he was
also a capable reserve wicket keeper. He was not in the XI at either Eton or
26

27

29
30

31
32

‘Memoir of the Early Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 4; see also the Earl of Dunraven,
K. P., C. M. G., Past Times and Pastimes (London, 1922), vol. 1, 26, a story recounted by
an American journalist staying at Fota being presented with a freshly-picked lemon
for his hot whisky punch.
See http://fotalearningzone.ie/index.php/resources/resource/43/category/
primary_resources [accessed 12 August 2013].
28
For a description of Fota, see Jennifer McCrea and Laura Murtagh, Aspects of
Fota: Stories from the Big House (Dublin, n.d.).
‘Memoir of the Early Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 4.
Email from Ms Judith Curthoys, Archivist, Christ Church, Oxford to Ian d’Alton, 6
April 2004; Sutton, ‘The Political Career of Barrymore’, 10-11; ‘Memoir of the Early
Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 12.
See Dunraven, Past Times and Pastimes, I, 96.
Alicia St Leger, A History of the Royal Cork Yacht Club (Cork, 2005), 138, 172, 190, 418;
‘Memoir of the Early Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 12, 19.
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Oxford, but soon became much in demand for a variety of club sides either
side of the Irish Sea.33
His ﬁrst marriage was in 1868 to Lady Mary Frances Wyndham-Quin, third
daughter of the third earl of Dunraven and Mountearl; ‘they are South of
Ireland people’, he wrote to his English solicitor; ‘so you see I am going to
become more closely connected … with the country’.34 As a child, he travelled
a great deal in France and Italy, partly for his mother’s health, and partly
because money was tight after the Famine and went further on the Continent.
The love of travel continued, and he was abroad a great deal between 1874 and
1886.35 The house in Algiers was bought largely for the beneﬁt of his wife’s
health. It was ‘an old Moorish Villa at Mustapha Superieure which belonged
to the family of an old Mufti who had owned it for generations: it had never
had a European to spoil its character which had been the case with nearly
all the Moorish villas around Algiers. It was a most picturesque old building
full of old columns and tiles and some very ﬁne plaster work, although a
most fascinating place with vines and outer courts and a quaint old Moorish
garden’.36 They spent each winter there from 1877 until Lady Mary’s death in
1884. They had a son, who died in infancy, and a daughter.
Smith Barry’s second marriage in 1889 was to Elizabeth Post, widow of
Arthur Post, an American of wealthy family,37 and daughter of General James
Wadsworth (died 1864), commander of the military district of Washington
during the American Civil War and a rich landowner.38 It is probable that she
33
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38

Cricketing obituary in Wisden (1926) and his biography in Arthur Haygarth, Scores and
Biographies (London, 1878), X; also a biography by Edward Liddle (October 2007)
at http://www.cricketeurope4.net/CSTATZ/IRELANDBIOS/s/smithbarry_
ah.shtml [accessed 13 August 2013].
Smith Barry to Mr Blake, 1 July 1868, DCN1402/72/1, Chester, Cheshire County
Record Ofﬁce [hereafter Cheshire CRO].
Charlotte Smith Barry [Lady Charlotte Cole, daughter of the earl of Enniskillen, wife
of James Hugh Smith Barry, Smith Barry’s brother], Notes on the Smith Barry Family.
Written for her Son, Robert Smith Barry (1933), 26–7; Smith Barry at an election meeting
in Huntingdon, 27 April 1886: Cambridge Chronicle, 30 April 1886; ‘Memoir of the
Early Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 6–8, 10–11, 13, 18, 20.
‘Memoir of the Early Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 20. See also Smith Barry’s
appointment papers as High Sheriff of Chester in 1883; the papers were signed
and witnessed by the British Consul General in Algiers: QDA12/52, Cheshire CRO.
Marie Caroline de Trobriand Post, The Post Family (New York, 1905), 192.
Wayne Mahood, General Wadsworth: The Life and Times of Brevet Major James S. Wadsworth
(Cambridge, Mass., 2009); Henry Greenleaf Pearson, James S. Wadsworth of Geneseo
Brevet Major-General of United States Volunteers (Forgotten Books, online, 2012); http://
www.mrlincolnswhitehouse.org/inside.asp?ID=691&subjectID=2 [accessed 8 April
2014]. Elizabeth’s sister was Cornelia Wadsworth Ritchie Adair (1837–1921), wife of
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brought considerable money to the marriage from both her father and her
ﬁrst husband.39
Smith Barry was sometime a member of the Irish Loyal and Patriotic
Union, the Irish offshoot of the Primrose League, the parliamentary
consultative committee of the Irish Unionist Alliance and prominent therein
until 1913 when, in Lord Midleton’s phrase, he ‘had run his course’.40 He was
a vice-president of the Irish Landowners’ Convention and was at the apex of
Cork county life, being a Deputy Lieutenant and a Justice of the Peace, High
Sheriff in 1886 and an occasional member of the Grand Jury and the Board
of Poor Law Guardians.41 After he ceased to be an MP for Cork County in
1874, he continued to take an active political role at local level, and is found in
attendance at numerous political meetings up to 1912.
In his English incarnation, he was a Justice of the Peace for Huntingdonshire
and Cheshire, and High Sheriff for Cheshire in 1883. Appointed a privy
counsellor for Ireland in 1896 he was elevated to the peerage in 1902 as Baron
Barrymore, of Barrymore in the county of Cork.42 Between 1918 and 1922, he
stood against the die-hards of the Southern Unionist Committee which had
broken with the Irish Unionist Alliance.43 Eventually, he came to support Lord
Midleton’s accommodative Anti-Partition League. He died on 22 February
1925 at his London residence.44 His remains were cremated at Golders Green
cemetery, London and the altar cross in Christ Church, Church of Ireland,
Rushbrooke, County Cork, stands in his memory. The title died with him.
Thus far this is the conventional, measured, planned, life trajectory of
many of the Irish landed gentry in the period. But Smith Barry was ‘a clear
39

40
41
42
43
44

John George Adair of Glenveagh Castle, County Donegal.
See Indenture – Declaration of Trusts ‘as to trust funds invested in America pursuant
to ante-nuptial settlement’, 12 December 1889 [witnessed before the US Consul
General in London]: DCN1402/72/1, Cheshire CRO. Also draft codicil to the will
of Lord Barrymore, 24 February 1915, which indicates the existence of American
money: DCN1402/72/2, Cheshire CRO.
IUA, Annual Report 1891 – PRONI, D/989/C/4/1; A Page from the Past, 242.
He served four times between summer 1872 and spring 1899.
Hansard, HL Deb 29 July 1902 vol. 112, c 1.
Patrick Buckland, Irish Unionism I (Dublin, 1972), 150.
Obit., Weekly Irish Times, 28 February 1928. For portraits of Smith Barry see (1) by
Walter Stoneman: bromide print, 1917; (2) by Sir (John) Benjamin Stone: platinum
print in card window mount, July 1897 [1 & 2 in the National Portrait Gallery,
London]; (3) portrait by (Sir) William Orpen, 1915. See William Orpen to Mrs St
George, n.d., but 1915. Graves Collection of William Orpen Letters, National Gallery
of Ireland, PD/GRA/120. See also an obit. in Northwich Guardian, 24 February 1925,
for his north Cheshire activities.
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cut above the average class of Irish landlord’.45 He came to embody the
family’s motto ‘Boutez en avant’ (loosely translated as ‘Push forward’) that
was boldly emblazoned prominently, almost as an advertising slogan, at the
main gates to Fota. This became evident early on, when he was only twenty
four. As the head of one of the great families of Cork, it was expected that
he would follow a political career. An opportunity presented itself in 1867, at
a by-election for the county. Arthur Hugh’s family antecedents and university
education would have ineluctably pointed him towards the Conservatives,46
and it was rumoured that he had been invited to stand.47 If so, he declined:
even before the Ballot Act, Cork conservatism offered little prospect of
electoral success. It was an astute move, although it might have been more
the result of careerism in the absence of paternal inﬂuence. Standing thus as
an ‘Independent Irish gentleman’ he was criticised for the anodyne nature of
his election address. As one observer said, it ‘will justify any course he may
adopt.’48 Smith Barry was excoriated as being ‘yesterday the ﬁrst of the Tories;
today he was the last of the Liberals.’49 Other Liberal candidates withdrew,
leaving Smith Barry unopposed50 as a supporter of Gladstone, and of modest
measures of franchise, church and land reform.51 Crucially, it was a relatively
calm period in the conﬂicts over land. Politics reﬂected this quiescence. ‘It is
many years since there has been in the County a contested election that excited
less interest or enlisted less enthusiasm’ was the Cork Constitution’s verdict on
the somnambulance.52
The 1868 election in Cork was again an internecine Liberal affair. Smith
Barry won, in a three-cornered contest.53 No Pitt, Smith Barry had voted (but
45
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J. J. Lee, quoted in McCrea and Murtagh, Aspects of Fota, 31.
For instance, James Hugh Smith Barry was appointed as a member of the Conservative
committee to contest the Cork county election in 1837. JHSB contributed £100:
Cork Constitution, 8 July 1837.
Cork Examiner, 22 February 1867, editorial.
Cork Examiner, 14 February 1867, letter from a person claiming to be a tenant-farmer
from the Kanturk area.
Cork Examiner, 19 February 1867; Cork Constitution, 19 February 1867.
Cork Constitution, 22 February 1867; Brian Walker (ed.), Parliamentary Election Results
in Ireland, 1801–1922 (Dublin, 1978), 266. Walker classiﬁes Smith Barry as a Liberal.
Cork Examiner, 13 February 1867; Cork Constitution, 13 February 1867; Sutton, ‘The
Political Career of Barrymore’, 11, 13.
Cork Constitution, 21 February 1867. He was sworn in on 4 March 1867 (Hansard, HC
Deb 4 March 1867 vol. 185, c. 1306).
McCarthy Downing, of Skibbereen, owned about 3,000 acres. See http://
landedestates.nuigalway.ie/LandedEstates/jsp/estate-show.jsp?id=1882 [accessed
13 August 2013]; Walker, Parliamentary Elections, 266.
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not spoken) in the previous parliament for Gladstone’s resolutions in relation
to the Church of Ireland. He was more positive this time in his declared
support for disestablishment and denominational education. Along with
McCarthy Downing, another large landowner in the county, he prevailed over
a cousin of the earl of Cork. During the 1868 parliament, in the words of J.
G. Sutton, he had an ‘anonymous and unspectacular performance’,54 dutifully
voting for the Irish Church Bill and for Gladstone’s 1870 Land Act.55 By 1886,
he was peddling the line that this liberal interlude was due to his extreme
youth; twenty years after that admission, he described the period from 1867 to
1874 as one in which he was ‘young, guileless, and simple’.56 In truth, it seemed
that despite his long years in parliament, the act of getting into the House of
Commons was not much to his liking; the huge constituency of Cork county,
‘which had to be visited and canvassed from North to South and East to West,
stopping at all sorts of horrible inns and calling upon and drinking with every
sort of squire and parish priest’, was expensive (costing him nearly £7,000 in
1868) and time-consuming (the canvass took six weeks).57
No-one was neutral about Smith Barry. To his opponents he was variously
‘a pernicious little noodle of a Cork landlord’; a ‘vainglorious little bashaw’;
‘the galloping snob of Rotten Row’; an ‘aggressive busybody’; a ‘man of ‘lofty
incomprehension’; and ‘a virulent partisan’: these last three epithets are from
Archbishop Thomas Croke.58 William O’Brien characterised him at this time
as ‘the most dreaded man in Ireland’.59 To an admirer like Lord Midleton, he
was possessed of ‘characteristic courage and foresight’, with ‘claims on the
conﬁdence of the South which I could never hope to achieve’.60 In 1887, the
Cork Constitution newspaper lauded ‘the great services that he is acknowledged
to have rendered to the loyal inhabitants of this City and Province’.61
54
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Sutton, ‘The Political Career of Barrymore’, 29.
Hansard, HC Deb 11 March 1870 vol. 199, c. 1857.
Cambridge Chronicle, 30 April 1886; Hansard, HL Deb 11 December 1906 vol. 167, c. 36.
‘Memoir of the Early Life of … Lord Barrymore’, 16.
United Ireland, 26 October 1889; Tipperary Nationalist, 14 August 1889; Freeman’s Journal,
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Post-Famine Ireland’, English Historical Review, 126 (2011), 1424-5; Cork Constitution,
17 January 1890.
William O’Brien, Evening Memories (London and Dublin, 1920), 440.
The earl of Midleton, K. P., Ireland – Dupe or Heroine (London, 1933), 73; Midleton,
Records and Reactions, 228.
Cork Constitution, 15 November 1887.

Purpose and the Irish Landed Gentry
Whatever about his character, probably all could agree that he was an
extremely assiduous man of business. What seems to have brought this talent
into focus was his coming into the management of the substantial Smith Barry
inheritances in 1868. From here on it was landed economics which engaged
his attention;62 and it is not as the relatively liberal Dr Jekyll – supporter of
church disestablishment and franchise extension – that he is remembered, but
rather as the arch-Tory Mr Hyde of the Plan of Campaign and wrecker of
‘New Tipperary’.
Once in control of his estates Smith Barry commenced, both in England
and Ireland, a process of tightening up on tenancies and ridding the properties
of lax legal and ﬁnancial practices. For instance, on the Tipperary town
estates, the traditional absenteeism of the landlord had resulted in a loss of
control over tenancies, and thus a loss of income. Together with a new land
agent, he cracked down on his tenants, particularly middlemen.63 He learnt his
stuff, evidenced by the rather tedious detail often given in his parliamentary
speeches.64 Money was his main mover, and he had a considerable grasp of the
ﬁnancial world.65 He was an original nominee of Captain John Shawe-Taylor
to the Land Conference in 1902, but declined.66 A political opponent in Cork,
D. D. Sheehan, claimed that Smith Barry was purely obstructive when it came
to land reform; although the latter felt that the 1903 Land Act which started
the ﬁnal transfer of the ownership of the land from landlord to tenant ‘will,
I believe, if given time, work satisfactorily and carry out the policy of the
Government to a very large extent’.67 The question of evicted tenants – both
62
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See, for instance, some of his numerous speeches on land matters in 1896. Hansard,
HC Deb 8 June 1896 vol. 41, cc. 686–7; 12 June 1896 vol. 41, cc. 1017–35; 21 July
1896 vol. 43, cc. 329, 359; 22 July 1896 vol. 43 c. 371.
Sutton, ‘The Political Career of Barrymore’, 35.
See, for instance, his speech on a 1893 bill to deal with evicted tenants (Hansard, HC
Deb 29 March 1893 vol. 10, cc. 1444–8); on the ‘disturbed’ state of parts of county
Cork in 1907 see Hansard, HL Deb 4 June 1907 vol. 175, cc. 456–9; for the Irish Land
Bill, where he had an amendment accepted by the government, see Hansard, HL Deb 25 October
1909 vol. 4, cc. 331–2.
For instance, he posed a very technical question on tithe rent-charge redemption in
1899. See Hansard, HC Deb 16 June 1899 vol. 72, cc. 1354-5. See also Smith Barry to Mr
Blake (solicitor), 23 November 1867, concerning his future wife’s ﬁnancial settlement from Lord
Dunraven: DCN1402/72/1; 22 June 1873, concerning the merits of investing in consols or
railway stock: DCN1402/72/1, Cheshire CRO.
F. S. L. Lyons, Ireland since the Famine (London, 1971), 213; William O’Brien in the
House of Commons, 1908 (Hansard, HC Deb 23 November 1908 vol. 196, c. 1866); Sally
Warwick-Haller, William O’Brien and the Irish Land War (Dublin, 1990), 224.
D. D. Sheehan, Ireland since Parnell (London, 1921), 91; Hansard, HL Deb 13 June 1904
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generally, and on his own estates – was a particular bugbear, right up to 1917.68
As late as that year, Smith Barry was frustrating the attempts of Tipperary
Urban District Council to acquire his land for housing.69 And while he held
to a consistent point of view – that a contract was a contract and that ‘It is a
dangerous thing to point out to Irish tenants that there is a means of escaping
from the payment of their obligations’70 – he acquiesced in the passage of a
private act in 1905 that restored to their leases some of the town tenants that
had had them cancelled in the ‘New Tipperary’ imbroglio.71
His parliamentary career72 subsequent to 1886, when Smith Barry
became Conservative and Unionist MP for South Huntingdonshire in 1886,
sponsored by the earl of Sandwich, was as undistinguished as his former
one as a Liberal. He was only fourth on the list of preferred candidates in
1886, as Lord Sandwich detailed, in front of Smith Barry, at a Borough of
Huntingdon Conservative Association Tea and Smoking Concert in April
1886.73 Holding forty meetings, he won, but not by much: he had a majority
of 161 over his Gladstonian opponent, Thomas Coote, a coal merchant.
His 1886 election address was tailored to his constituency, concentrating
on land reform in the English context, opposition to the disestablishment
of the Church of England (a bit of an Aunt Sally), and local government
reform. His margin in 1892 was even slimmer, at twenty-two votes, but he
was returned with a larger majority in 1895.74 While consulted by Gerald
68
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vol. 135, c. 126.
Hansard, HL Deb 17 June 1907 vol. 176, c. 102; 6 August 1907 vol. 179, cc. 1751–2;
Hansard, HC Deb 11 June 1917 vol. 94, c. 612.
T. Dawson [Town Clerk], Tipperary Urban District Council Housing Schemes. Lord
Barrymore and the Tipperary UDC: The Relations Explained (pamphlet, n.d., but probably
1917).
Hansard, HC Deb 7 May 1891 vol. 353, c. 330.
Barrymore Estate Act 1905 (5 Edw. 7 cap.1P, assented to 11 July 1905), ‘To enable
the Baron Barrymore to restore certain forfeited leases in the town of Tipperary, and
for other purposes’. The Act was repealed by the [Irish] Statute Law Revision Act,
2012 (no. 19 of 2012) - DCN/72–77 1857–1919, Cheshire CRO. The Act makes
it clear that the tenants paid for the Act’s passage: Act, 14. Papers relating to the
Act’s passage are in the UK Parliamentary Archives, HL/PO/PB/1/1905/5E7c1
and HL/PO/JO/10/10/221 Item 166 a) and b).
He was MP for Cork County from 23 February 1867 to 31 January 1874 and for
South Huntingdon from 1 July 1886 to 1 October 1900.
Cambridge Chronicle, 2 April 1886.
Cambridge Chronicle, 30 April 1886.; Hunts Guardian, 25 June 1886; Hunts County News,
30 June 1886; Hunts Post, 2 July 1886; Hunts Post, 5 July 1902; R. H. Mair (ed.), Debrett’s
House of Commons and Judicial Bench (London, 1886), 33 (for Thomas Coote); Cambridge
Chronicle, 16 July 1886; Hunts Post, 30 June 1895; Sutton, ‘The Political Career of
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Balfour about the 1898 Irish Local Government Bill,75 he was apparently
never considered for political ofﬁce, despite the high regard in which he was
held by Gerald’s brother, Arthur.76 As early as 1896 he was being talked of
for a peerage, but in the event did not receive it until 1902.77 Tim Healy,
in a typically mischievous commendation suggested, in 1888, that he should
be appointed as Under-Secretary in Dublin Castle: ‘He saw sitting opposite
one of the largest landowners in the South of Ireland, the hon. Gentleman
the Member for Huntingdonshire (Mr Smith Barry), a Gentleman who had
never had any difference with his tenants, and a Gentleman against whom
no personal accusations had been made.’78 But the suspicion must have been
that he was a one-trick pony. From Smith Barry’s perspective that was exactly
the point. Concentrate on what you do, and do it well.
An examination of his activity in parliament between 1886 and 1900
demonstrates that his interests lay almost exclusively with the Irish land issue.
His ﬁrst recorded speech was in 1887, on the matter of the Plan of Campaign;
his last as an MP was on the subject of Irish illiterate voters. Of his 150 or
so interventions in both the Commons and the Lords, all but seven related to
Irish affairs; the overwhelming majority of these were concerned with land
purchase, the Plan of Campaign, evicted tenants’ rights, and related matters.79
Only one directly concerned his constituency; an unsuccessful attempt in 1900
to enable the corporation of Huntingdon to enclose certain lands.80 Otherwise,
his parliamentary career was undistinguished, serving on a couple of minor
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See Northwich Guardian, 25 June 1892 ‘Great Unionist Demonstration at Northwich’
in honour of Smith Barry. The attendance included the duke of Westminster (one of
the ‘Ponsonby syndicate’) and A. J. Balfour. The principal subject was Smith Barry’s
part in defeating the Plan of Campaign.
Marquess of Salisbury to Earl Cadogan, 7 November 1896: Parliamentary Archives,
CAD/938 (Cadogan Papers).
Hansard, HC Deb 9 March 1888 vol. 323, c. 753.
These ﬁgures are derived from a search of the online Hansard at http://hansard.
millbanksystems.com/people/mr-arthur-barry [accessed 14 August 2013]. Note
however that this online resource is not complete. Volumes 16 (30 April to 20 July
1914), and 23–5 The period from 3 August 1916 to 24 July 1917 is missing. We know
of one intervention by Barrymore covered by volume 16, mentioned in Buckland,
Irish Unionism I, 24; Hansard, HL Deb 1 July 1914 vol. 16, cc. 595–8 (Barrymore on
the Government of Ireland Amending Bill).
Hansard, HC Deb 13 March 1900 vol. 80, cc. 707–10. It is recorded that he gave
£300 towards the promotion of the Cheshire Salt Districts Compensation Bill, 1891:
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select committees (Foynes Harbour and the Fishguard and Rosslare Railways
and Harbours Bill) and asking questions on vaccinations in Hong Kong and
fertilisers and feeding stuffs and rates and tolls of canal companies.81 His
only English political ofﬁce was as a vice-chairman of the National Union of
Conservative Associations, a titular role.
Smith Barry was one of three Anglo-Irish MPs from Cork who sat for
English constituencies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (the
others were Sir Robert Penrose-Fitzgerald – Cambridge city, 1885-1906 – and
Sir J. Pretyman-Newman – Enﬁeld, 1910-18 and Finchley, 1918-23.82 Insofar
as it was useful, these provided parliamentary representation for those AngloIrish landlords and southern Protestants who had lost it after the extension of
the franchise in 1884 and the abolition of the small boroughs. As the loyalist
Cork Constitution newspaper put it: ‘Although Mr Smith Barry has not been
elected for an Irish division we have no doubt that the many thousands in
the county and city of Cork, who have no direct exponent of their views
in parliament, will feel that in him and Mr R. U. Penrose-Fitzgerald they
have fast and ﬁrm friends, who know of their wants and who will not be
unwilling to advocate their interests’.83 Indeed, it must have seemed to their
somewhat bewildered English constituents that these ‘Anglo-Irish’ MPs were
more the latter than the former.84 There was often palpable impatience with
their over-emphasis on Ireland, not to say unfamiliarity with their persons.85
Thus, at an 1892 Unionist demonstration in Smith Barry’s honour in Cheshire,
despite Smith Barry being careful to emphasise his ‘Cheshire blood’ the local
newspaper reported that he ‘was not generally recognised by the audience’.86
Smith Barry’s second parliamentary coming coincided with his involvement
in two well-known episodes in the Irish land wars of the later nineteenth
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Hansard, HC Deb 7 March 1887 vol. 311, cc. 1380–1; Hansard, HC Deb 11 May 1898,
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T859RU%22&sye=&eye=&col=all&maxcount=50 (Penrose-Fitzgerald) [accessed
23 April 2014].
Cork Constitution, 15 July 1886.
See, for instance, an editorial in Cambridge Independent Press, 21 November 1885; also
Smith Barry’s remarks at Huntingdon, Cambridge Chronicle, 7 May 1886.
Cambridge Independent News, 21 November 1885, editorial; Cambridge Chronicle, 25
June 1886, editorial. Home Rule, from a local East Anglian perspective, was seen
primarily in terms of potentially provoking a ﬂood of Irish immigration to Britain,
undercutting local labour.
Northwich Guardian, 25 June 1892.
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century. These demonstrate his singlemindedness and efﬁciency, qualities
virtually unheard of within the landlord classes. The ﬁrst is in relation to
combating boycotting. The Property Defence Association, established in
1880, was already in that arena. The PDA’s strongest branch was in Cork, but
the organisation was not particularly effective; the result was the foundation
of Cork Defence Union in September 1885.87 Denigrated as ‘The Royal
Cattle-Lifting and Outrage Manufacturing Association’ by the nationalist W. J.
Lane,88 the CDU was a well-oiled machine. It had a paid secretary, established a
London ofﬁce and a robust and reticent ﬁnancial structure, designed to outwit
nationalist lawyers. This efﬁciency bore all the hall-marks of Smith Barry. A
parallel organisation, the Irish Defence Union, headed by Lord Bandon, and
highly approved of by the Chief Secretary, was based in London for lobbying
and fund-raising purposes.89 By the end of October 1885, local branches of the
CDU were in the process of being set up at Tallow in County Waterford, and
in Kilmallock, Charleville, Queenstown and Passage West in County Cork.90
Providing ﬂying columns of labourers and machinery for boycotted
persons91, opposing the renewal of licences for boycott-supporting publicans,
hiring blacksmiths, labourers and carpenters and organising stores and outlets
for produce,92 the CDU’s success lay in avoiding involvement in rent disputes,
evictions and forced sales. As Smith Barry wrote rather disingenuously of the
CDU to The Times: ‘It is not in any respect an organisation for the purpose of
enforcing the payment of rents, or for the especial defence of land-owning
interests. The system of boycotting and intimidation ... affects the liberty of
not only landowners, but also merchants, farmers, shopkeepers, artisans and
87
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even labourers ... The aim of the CDU is to afford such persons an organised
assistance, so that they may carry on their occupations’.93
Or so he claimed. However, at its inaugural meeting a resolution resisting
any decrease in judicial rents was passed; and there is evidence of the secretary
taking an active part in at least one eviction.94 The CDU could not help but be
political. For instance, in May 1886 its committee passed a resolution against
Home Rule.95 The organisation continued in existence into the new century,
but its critical work was done by 1890, with the gradual collapse of the Plan of
Campaign. The most high-proﬁle entanglement with the forces of tenantism
involved the nationalist-led South of Ireland Cattle-Dealers’ Association in the
winter of 1885-6. The CDU took on, and forced a draw with, the Association,
when the cattle-dealers, assisted by coal porters, refused to send their stock to
England on the City of Cork Steam Packet Company along with the cattle of
boycotted persons.96
Smith Barry is best remembered however for his involvement in one of
the most signiﬁcant disputes in the Plan of Campaign.97 The Ponsonby estate
at Youghal, some 10,000 acres, was the ﬁrst on which the Plan was adopted,
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CDU, Boycotting in the County of Cork (Cork, 1886), 1, objects of the CDU; Smith
Barry, letter in Times (London), 15 October 1885, reprinted in Cork Constitution, 16
October 1885. The original article on the CDU has stood the test of time and the
rigours of revisionism: D. C. Savage, ‘The Irish Unionists, 1867–1886’, Éire-Ireland, 2
(1967), 86-101. See also Gerry Sutton, ‘The Emergence of the Cork Defence Union,
September 1885–March 1887’, Journal of Cork Historical and Archaeological Society, 112
(2007), 40–51.
Cork Constitution, 28 September 1885; on the Ponsonby estate see copy letter (n.d.,
but probably 1890) of Neville Chamberlain, Inspector General, RIC, to the earl of
Bandon, President, CDU, relating to an incident wherein a Mr W. Hanna, described
as Secretary of the Cork Defence Union, saved a policeman from serious injury at an
eviction at Mitchelsfort, 12 October 1890 (?) (copy in the possession of Ian d’Alton).
The CDU supplied ‘emergency-men’ to the Ponsonby estate in 1887. Curtis, The
Depiction of Eviction in Ireland, 177. See also ﬁrst annual report of the CDU in Cork
Examiner, 25 October 1886.
Cork Constitution, 3 May 1886.
The best description of this episode is in Donnelly, Cork, 329–30. See also Savage,
‘Irish Unionists’, 95; Boycotting in the County of Cork, 13.
Times (London) obituary, 23 February 1925, noted that his ‘name was associated with
the Irish Nationalist agrarian movement known as “The Plan of Campaign”, from
1888 to 1891’. C. F. d’Arcy, Archbishop of Armagh, mentioned Barrymore as one of
the signiﬁcant Church people who had died during 1925 (Irish Times, 13 May 1925,
report of the proceedings of the General Synod). For press coverage of the Plan on
the Ponsonby estate, see Felix M. Larkin, ‘Keeping an Eye on Youghal: The Freeman’s
Journal and the Plan of Campaign in East Cork, 1886–92’, Irish Communications Review,
13 (2012), 20–6.

Purpose and the Irish Landed Gentry
in November 1886, and Talbot-Ponsonby himself was an example of how
apparent bloody-mindedness and avarice were the consequences of bad luck,
inefﬁciency and incompetence, not the reverse.98 Earlier than often noted,
by 1887, the Chief Secretary, Arthur Balfour, was bemoaning Ponsonby’s
weakness, and the rumours that he was about to negotiate a settlement with
the tenants through Canon Keller, the parish priest of Youghal.99 In a letter to
Edward King-Harman, Balfour dangled the bait of government assistance if
the landlords could assist Ponsonby; his cri-de-coeur was that
It drives me to despair to see the game so ill-played by the landlords;
who will not apparently energetically combine together for any other
purpose than to abuse the Government [and] contemptible as I think
the Irish Landlords are for not having had the spirit to combine [with]
each other I should be very glad in those cases where the Plan of
Campaign has been started without the Shadow of an excuse, to go out
of my way to aid the Landlord in his struggle.100
King-Harman agreed: ‘The folly and apathy of the class has been simply
heart-breaking’ - but he drew Balfour’s attention to Smith Barry, who
conﬁrmed Balfour’s concern about the effect of an unwise settlement on the
land economy.101 Smith Barry had form in this area. In 1885, he had called
on landlords to combine, just as the nationalists did; and in December 1886,
he established the County of Cork Landowners’ Association. By then, he
was already taking a detailed interest in Ponsonby’s woes. Indeed, he was
bankrolling the Youghal landlord from an early stage.102
98

99

100

101

102

C. W. Talbot-Ponsonby’s principal residence was Langrish House, Petersﬁeld, Hants.
He subscribed to Smith Barry’s testimonial at Northwich, in 1892. See bound copy
of ‘Great Unionist Demonstration at Northwich’, 23 June 1892, list of subscribers,
6: D2802/25, Cheshire CRO.
For Keller’s part in the Ponsonby campaign see Felix M. Larkin, ‘Canon Keller of
Youghal’ in Casey, Defying the Law of the Land, 155–63.
Balfour to E. A. King-Harman, 19 November 1887 [copy], BL Add MSS. 49840,
57; Balfour to Sir West Ridgeway, 13 March 1888, BL Add MSS. 49826, 377. See
also J. V. O’Brien, William O’Brien and the Course of Irish Politics, 1881–1918 (Berkeley,
1976), 72.
King-Harman to Balfour, 21, 22 November 1887, BL Add MSS. 49840, 59–62, 69–
71.
Hansard, HC Deb 17 February 1890, vol. 341 c. 535. Smith Barry denied that he had only
‘dropped from the clouds’ in 1889. Donnelly, Cork, 357, puts Smith Barry’s intervention
in Ponsonby’s ﬁnances in 1887; Geary, Plan of Campaign, 105–6; L. Perry Curtis
Jr, Coercion and Conciliation in Ireland 1880–1892: A Study in Conservative Unionism

133

134

Ian d’Alton

Balfour had found a Soul as stern as his own. In early 1889 matters came
to a head, with the rejection by Ponsonby of a deal brokered between his
former agent and Canon Keller which, if it had been accepted, would have
precipitated a serious depreciation in land values in southern Ireland. Balfour,
like Smith Barry, saw this as a ‘social revolution’ that had to be countered.103
In a coup instigated by Balfour104 and backed behind the scenes by Smith
Barry, a dozen or so of the wealthiest landlords in Britain joined in a scheme
to purchase the estate. ‘It is by combination’, Balfour wrote, ‘that the tenants
have been successful; and, in my opinion, it is only by combination that they
can be adequately met.’105 The syndicate consisted of the dukes of Norfolk
(a Roman Catholic), Devonshire, Westminster; Lords Fitzwilliam, Ardilaun,
Derby; Walter Morrison; and Smith Barry. Each put up £10,000. Balfour was
hopeful that the duke of Bedford and Lords De Vesci and Pembroke would
join. Lord Revelstoke (a Baring, of the banking family) pledged £5,000.106
In all this, Keller and the nationalists seriously underestimated Smith Barry’s
resolve and competence. Some lengths were gone to in keeping the ﬁnancing
details under wraps; William O’Brien later claimed that a prosecution against
him was abandoned, as Smith Barry would have been called to give evidence
at which those might have emerged.107 Smith Barry’s trusted agent, Horace
Townsend, was brought in to manage the estate. ‘Compromise was outside
the syndicate’s terms of reference’, as Laurence Geary puts it.108 An offer
from the syndicate having been rejected, all the tenants were cleared from
the estate by October 1890, and the Plan ﬁnally collapsed in February 1892.109
Smith Barry’s victory was further underlined by events on his Tipperary
estate, which had been the scene of a rent-strike in sympathy with the
Ponsonby tenants (although it appears that Smith Barry had had some runsin previously with his tenants).110 With, in William O’Brien’s phrase, ‘words
of pitiless hauteur’ he gave ten minutes to a deputation of Tipperary tenants,
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headed by their parish priest, Canon Cahill, that had travelled to London to
remonstrate about the Ponsonby situation.111 Following the Ponsonby debacle
O’Brien had encouraged tenants to set up a town – ‘New Tipperary’ – to
try and outﬂank the landlord economically.112 Despite the spin put on it by
O’Brien, it failed disastrously, at a cost of £40,000.113
Later, an unrepentant Smith Barry recognised his own signiﬁcance in
seeing off the Plan of Campaign:
Certainly, he had done all he could to avoid evictions on his own estates
when it was at all possible to avoid them; but when it was necessary for
the sword to be drawn he had of course felt bound to carry the matter
through, and he owned he had been responsible for a good many
evictions that had taken place in other parts of the country.114
Here is demonstrated Smith Barry’s strong sense of moral certainty. At the
apogee of the Land War, in 1890, he had looked into his own heart and had
not found any doubt:
For my part I have done what I believe to be my duty, not merely as
an Irish landlord, but as an Irishman who loves his country ... whatever
may be the result to myself, I shall continue in the course I have chosen,
because I feel in my conscience that I have done what is right.115
This may have emerged from character:
a very strong personality ... quite fearless; indeed, of remarkable
courage both physical and moral, an excellent conversationalist, with
a command of language ... for though shrewd, with much cleverness
and appreciation of mental qualities ... not profound ... somewhat
prejudiced ... did not suffer fools gladly ... rather merciless ... criticisms
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could bite ... heart was warm ... friendship to be trusted ... wit rather than
humour ... restless and loved travelling.
So far as one can judge, this about sums up Arthur Hugh; but it is actually a
description of his mother.116
Certainly, Smith Barry was single-minded, stubborn, unimaginative; in the
phrase of the Cork MP, J. C. Flynn, he was one of the ‘unteachable landlords’.117
That was precisely his strength. Land was a moral, as well as an economic,
anchor. He saw himself as a good landlord; indeed, generally, so did even his
bitter opponents. William O’Brien, while condemning him for his leadership
of the Ponsonby ‘Eviction Syndicate’, wrote with hindsight in 1920, that he
was ‘unimpeachable in the management of his own private property’.118 Even
Canon Keller acquiesced in that judgement.119 And family, and its continuity,
expressed through landownership, are crucial to understanding the likes of
Smith Barry.
This is laced with irony, however, for he was himself a ‘tenant for life’
under the terms of his father’s will.120 This coincidence of circumstance did
not apparently engender any feelings of empathy with his own tenants. It
also raises questions about his proclaimed empathy for Ireland. Like many
landlords, he did not invest any of his considerable personal wealth in Irish
land or securities, for instance.121 Yet he did not take advantage of getting cash,
and a bonus free of the entail, from the 1903 Land Act, and the barony of
1902 was consciously a re-creation of a former peerage of the (Irish) Barry
family; his English estates would have furnished an appropriate title, had he so
wished. He toyed with the idea of standing for the Irish Senate. And he held
on to his lands to the bitter end: they were eventually compulsorily acquired
under Saorstát Éireann’s 1923 Land Act.122
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Smith Barry’s was an instinctive unionism. From 1886, when he spoke at
meetings in Liverpool and Chester organised by the IUA’s predecessor, the
Irish Loyal and Patriotic Union,123 and as Chairman and Vice-President of the
Irish Unionist Alliance in the early 1900s, he held ﬁrm against anything but the
most modest form of Irish local self-government. Like many of his class, he
was incapable of seeing Irish nationalism in transcendental terms, categorising
it merely as the vehicle for the people to acquire a greater, but what he felt
would be an illusory, prosperity.124 The organic connection between land and
nationalism, and how each fed off and reinforced the other, seemed beyond
his comprehension. In 1886, he said that ‘he did not see why the land question
should be mixed up with the Home Rule question’ - and he seemed genuinely
to believe that.125
His attitude to the Union was conditioned by landed and economic
imperatives, not the other way around. If money was an issue, Smith Barry
could be found, on the fringes at least, in the camp of the critical. For instance,
he attended the ﬁrst meeting on the question of the over-taxation of Ireland
held in Ireland in Cork on 12 December 1896. It was convened by his friend,
Lord Bandon, as Lord Lieutenant of the county, in response to a requisition
presented to him by Sir John Arnott. This had been signed by many luminaries,
including Smith Barry’s old sparring partner, Canon Keller. Yet, unlike Lord
Castletown, Archbishop Meade, Sir George Colthurst or the unionist Lord
Mayor Sir John Scott, Smith Barry did not speak, and later stated in a letter to
the press that he was ‘present merely as a spectator’. Subsequently, he seems
to have absented himself from the landlord convention on 28 January 1897,
where many unionists denounced the burden of excessive taxation. This
seems uncharacteristic; but at that stage he may not have wished to jeopardise
the chances of a peerage by openly supporting reform.
Along with others such as Lords Dunraven and Castletown, he was
prepared to offer some support to William O’Brien’s All-for-Ireland League.126
This may have been tactical: when one of the O’Brienites, Moreton Frewen,
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wanted to resign as MP in 1911, Barrymore was reported as saying that ‘we
in Cork no longer interest ourselves in O’Brien and his Party and ... we shall
take no trouble to register our people and without our support O’Brien has
no future’.127 In 1909, with the peerage safely under his belt, he even shared
a platform with O’Brien – each had serious concerns about the Liberal
government’s forthcoming Land Act.128 In 1914, he joined with O’Brien and
Lord Dunraven in a recruiting campaign.129 Two years earlier, with Home Rule
much closer, his recognition of the political realities had seen a softening of
tone. At a meeting of the unionists of Munster on 20 April 1912 to protest
the third Home Rule Bill, it was painfully obvious how these now isolated
remnants of the gentry class tiptoed around the religious and ethnic issue. As
Barrymore put it, ‘They did not speak there in the same loud and plain tones
that their friends in Ulster did’. Even the type of language being utilised by
northern and southern Protestants was on a markedly divergent course by
1912. The verbal imagery of the north, couched in quasi-religious terminology,
was of the unstoppable collective will with phrases such as ‘intensely earnest
in their advocacy of a righteous cause’, ‘determined not to be deprived of
their Imperial birthright’, and so on.130 The southern discourse was that of
‘soft power’, if it was speaking of any power at all. At the Munster meeting,
perhaps reﬂecting Barrymore’s utilitarian stance, virtually all the local speakers
concentrated on the damage to the country’s ﬁnances and economy that they
felt the Bill would inﬂict. This line was continued in a speech to the Irish
Landowners’ Convention in Dublin, 1913, when Barrymore, it was reported,
excoriated home rule, principally because a home rule parliament’s ﬁrst port
of call for tax would be the land.131
Barrymore’s penultimate speech in parliament in 1913 was on the Home
Rule Bill, at last recognising its likelihood. ‘We have done all that we can’, he
said. ‘We in the South cannot say we will not have Home Rule, because we
are in a considerable minority, and if Home Rule is forced upon us we shall
have to bow under it and get on as best we can.’ But he ended on a note of
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hope: ‘I myself am not so much afraid of Protestants as such being trampled
upon in the South as are many of my friends in Ireland.’132 It should be noted,
though, that while in the aftermath of his comprehensive victory in the Plan
of Campaign in 1891 he had leased out his principal English residence, he
took back the lease on the death of the lessee in 1914, coinciding with the
passage of the Home Rule Bill. It was a typical Barrymore insurance policy.133
He was, ultimately, an unreconstructed unionist.134
Moreover, Barrymore saw a place for the landlord, even after the
dispossession of the 1903 Land Act. In 1907, he set out, typically in a tone
of utilitarian superiority, the purpose of the gentry in the new dispensation:
And, I venture to submit, it would be a very great misfortune to the
country generally, because I do not suppose that anybody wants to
drive out of the country landlords who are living in the country, who
are spending their money there, who are working at their farms, and
so forth, because those farms are probably the best cultivated farms
in their neighbourhood; they set a good example to their neighbours,
they probably employ a good deal more labour than an ordinary tenantfarmer does, the cottages and buildings are generally in very good order;
and I think it would be a very great misfortune to the country if men of
that kind — and there are a great many of them — ceased to exist.135
An impractical ideal this might be, but it points up the fact that while many
landowners were incompetent, nevertheless a number took their stewardship
of the property as ‘life custodians’ seriously and went over the books every
year with their agents and accountants, keeping an eye on rent receipts and
debt burdens. But managing his land in Ireland was not entirely the same as
managing it in England. S. R. Lysaght, in his pseudo-autobiographical novel
My Tower in Desmond (1927), encapsulated the differences in attitude between
the English and Irish landed classes. Writing of an English gentry house, he
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remarked that ‘every detail of the place spoke of something that had to be
paid for, instead of, as with us, something that had to be made to pay’.136
This was perhaps a revealing exposition of the two somewhat opaque cultural
worlds which Smith Barry had to straddle and manage.
Competent management, though, was not enough. By the early 1900s, it
was far too late for this to produce any signiﬁcant dividend, economic, cultural
or political. The point about the Irish landed gentry, as William O’Brien said
as early as 1887, was that it had missed its opportunity to become relevant.137
One commentator in 1890, indeed, looked for purpose: ‘The landlords …
could remain in the country for the discharge of other and more useful
functions, national and municipal, than they have ever performed as the
“English Garrison”’. That commentator was an unlikely Michael Davitt. But
the moment passed, and it was completely unrealistic to suggest, like Sydney
Brookes, writing in the Fortnightly Review as late as 1908, that ‘As an alien caste,
they have conspicuously failed; as a native aristocracy it is still possible for
them to succeed.’138 Sir Horace Plunkett, in the same year, was much more
realistic: ‘we have failed ... so to identify ourselves with the national life as to
establish our inﬂuence upon the only sure foundation – popular goodwill’.139
More telling, perhaps, was his recognition that deﬁning ‘national life’ was the
prerogative of the other side. Nevertheless, some of the gentry themselves
seemed to think that they still held societal place. In 1915 Barrymore wrote
about arriving at his own ‘tower in Desmond’:
It was during the summer of 1847 [he was four years old] that I paid my
ﬁrst visit to Fota: my mother and I ... arrived in the boat from Bristol
to Cork; my father met us with a six oared gig at Passage and we landed
at the Tower [the point at Fota where guests could arrive by sea] and
we were dragged by the labourers up to the house, ﬁfty ﬁve years later
the grandsons of these men dragged my wife and daughter and myself
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upon the same journey when King Edward had conferred a peerage
upon me at his coronation.140
Here was expressed the belief in an unchanging sense of deference over
half a century. It perhaps points up his lack of sensitivity – he could not see,
apparently, that the grandsons of 1902 were almost certainly actors. It suited
their Edwardian self-interest to dissemble; it did not mean that they believed
in what they did. In that, Barrymore’s tale was an illusion, a delusion.
Fitting perfectly into Sidney Webb’s ‘inevitability of gradualness’,
landlordism and its associated society crumbled in slow motion from 1880
to 1920. But why? Perhaps, at the end of the day, we are forced back into the
cultural to seek the real reason; for it is surely Elizabeth Bowen’s Death of the
Heart (1938). Too many dreams and not enough hope, in Bruce Hornsby’s
words. Image gradually displaces reality; all we are left with is Molly Keane’s
‘only an echo here’;141 and image, which is nothing but smoke in the air, can
then be just blown away. In almost a parody of itself the gentry burn out, are
burnt out, and get out. In effect, landlordism was ﬁnished off by its lack of
utility and economic redundancy; landlords became irrelevant because of their
politics, their religion and their cultural distance. At the last, once land had
been exchanged for land bonds, perhaps the Irish landed gentry (though not
Arthur Hugh Smith Barry, it must be said) were left with no real purpose other
than Goldwin Smith’s ‘pleasure’.
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