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Introduction
Phillip Buckner and R. Douglas Francis

Since the Second World War a revolution has taken place in Canadian his-
toriography. In the late nineteenth and well into the twentieth century, the
majority of English Canadian historians believed that Canada was essen-
tially a “British” nation and that its legal and political institutions and its
culture and society could be understood only within the context of its long
history as a British colony. Mainly amateurs who wrote history as a hobby,
the earliest Canadian historians were proud of their British origins and deeply
committed to Canada’s participation in the British Empire. They belonged
to what J.M.S. Careless once described, ironically but not inaccurately, as
the “blood is thicker than water” school.1 The first generation of profes-
sional historians, men such as George Wrong, W.P.M. Kennedy, and Chester
Martin, were very similar both in background and in their attitude toward
the Empire, even though by the early decades of the twentieth century one
can see a growing desire among Canada’s small historical community to
emphasize that, while Canada was a “British” nation, it was a distinctive
British nation with institutions and a cultural identity of its own.2

The First World War shook but did not destroy this Britannic vision of
Canada. It is a myth that Canadians emerged from the war alienated from,
and disillusioned with, the imperial connection. Most Canadians undoubt-
edly felt that Canada had earned the right to have its own foreign policy
and in the interwar period there was a vigorous debate among English Ca-
nadian intellectuals about the extent to which Canadians should follow
British leadership in international affairs. But few English Canadians wanted
to break the imperial tie. They continued to believe that Canada was, and
should continue to be, a “British” nation and that it should cooperate with
the other members of the British family in the British Commonwealth of
Nations. As Wesley Gustavson points out in his chapter in this collection
(Chapter 9), even though there were disputes over how Canada’s part in the
First World War should be interpreted within the British imperial context,
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these disputes did not imply any fundamental reassessment of Canada’s
relationship with Britain. In general, most English Canadian historians shared
this perspective.

In the interwar years, English Canadian historians began to place greater
emphasis on the role of North American environmental factors in the cre-
ation of the Canadian identity. But even those historians, such as Frank H.
Underhill and A.R.M. Lower, who were increasingly critical of Britain’s lead-
ership and who wanted Canada to pursue an independent foreign policy or
to become more closely allied to the United States, were, as Douglas Francis
argues in his chapter in this collection (Chapter 18), committed to the no-
tion that Canada was essentially a British nation. The Second World War
reinforced English Canada’s sense of belonging to a family of British nations.
In the First World War nearly half the Canadian forces had been British-
born but migration from the British Isles dropped dramatically in the inter-
war years and in the Second World War the Canadian forces were
overwhelmingly composed of native-born Canadians. But a majority of those
Canadians who served overseas during the Second World War could trace
their ancestry to the British Isles. During the war the Canadian forces served
alongside the British and other Commonwealth forces, first in defending
Britain and then in the invasion of Europe. Both in Britain and in Canada
the war was promoted as a “people’s” war, and great stress was laid upon the
unity of the “British peoples” around the globe in defence of British liberty
and British parliamentary institutions against Nazi tyranny and oppression.
Even the British monarchy emerged from the war more popular both in
Britain and in Canada than ever before. During the war half a million Cana-
dians lived in Britain, and many of them married British women. The war
brides, with their children, formed the beginning of a new wave of British
immigrants who flooded into Canada in the years after the Second World
War.

The Second World War is usually seen as the critical turning point in the
creation of Canadian nationalism, and it was. Canadians, whether they had
served overseas or on the home front, were proud of the role Canada had
played in the war and this pride was reflected in a strong determination in
the postwar period that Canada would play an independent role in interna-
tional relations. In 1947 the Canadian Parliament passed the first Canadian
Citizenship Act, and in 1949 it made the Supreme Court of Canada the final
court of appeal, ending appeals to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Coun-
cil. But Canadians were not engaged in a headlong rush to cut their remain-
ing links with Britain. The Canadian Citizenship Act specifically declared
that Canadians remained British subjects. When Princess Elizabeth toured
Canada in 1951, she received the same warm welcome that her father had
received in 1939. In 1949 India became independent and the British Com-
monwealth of Nations was renamed the Commonwealth of Nations, but
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most Canadians continued to view the Commonwealth as primarily an as-
sociation of British nations and as an important instrument of Canadian
foreign policy because it promoted solidarity among the British family of
nations. The Suez Crisis of 1956 weakened that sentiment but it did not
weaken the belief among English Canadians that Canada ought to be a
British nation. Indeed, John Diefenbaker’s election victory in 1957 was at
least partly due to a desire by many English Canadians to reaffirm the im-
portance of the British connection.

In the 1960s, however, Canada underwent two quiet revolutions. The
first – and less quiet – took place in Quebec. The Quiet Revolution in Que-
bec not only modernized and transformed Quebec society but also led to
the rise of a viable separatist movement. Of course, French Canadians had
never shared English Canadians’ enthusiasm for maintaining the imperial
connection, particularly when it led to Canadian participation in Britain’s
wars in South Africa at the end of the nineteenth century and in Europe in
the twentieth. But the attitude of the conservative French Canadian elite,
from which French Canada’s historians were also drawn, had never been
entirely negative toward the imperial connection. They saw the connection
as a necessary bulwark against American expansionism and even as provid-
ing a degree of protection against the English Canadian majority within the
Canadian federal system. In the postwar environment, with Canada increas-
ingly integrated into a North American economy and with the removal of
appeals to the Judicial Committee of Privy Council (which had often up-
held provincial autonomy), these arguments lost their force among
Québécois nationalists who had little sympathy for the relics of the impe-
rial past, forgetting (as Serge Courville points out in his chapter in this col-
lection, Chapter 8) how much Quebec’s culture had also been shaped and
influenced by the imperial connection.

The second quiet revolution took place in English Canada, which also
began to redefine its national identity in the 1960s.3 After a heated debate
within English Canada over whether the symbols of empire and Britishness
should be retained, Canada adopted its own flag with a new design that did
not include the Union Jack. It also made “O Canada” its national anthem.
Much of the pressure for these changes came from within English Canada,
from those who believed that it was time to abandon the relics of Canada’s
imperial past. In part, this revolution in English Canada was motivated by a
growing fear that Quebec might try to leave the federation. But it was also a
response to the heavy postwar migration that came from a much wider
range of sources than in the past and that changed the composition of
Canada from a predominantly British into a multicultural nation. It was
also a response to the increased Americanization of Canada, as Canada was
integrated into the American economy and influenced by American popu-
lar culture. Younger native-born English-speaking Canadians – even those
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of British ancestry – no longer felt the strong attachment that previous
generations had felt to British institutions and the imperial connection.
English Canadian historiography reflected these trends. In the 1950s and
even into the 1960s, historians such as Donald Creighton and W.L. Morton
continued to insist on the importance of Canada’s British and imperial past.
But in the 1970s Canadian historians became more interested in the limited
identities that Canadians shared – of class, region, ethnicity, and gender. Of
course, all of these themes in the past had an imperial dimension, as a num-
ber of the essays in this book show, but this dimension was largely ignored
in the new Canadian historiography. Even those who disliked the focus on
regional identities and called for a return to what they thought of as na-
tional history downplayed the importance of imperial history in the shap-
ing of modern Canada. As Doug Owram – a critic of the limited identities
approach – notes in the recent Oxford History of the British Empire, by the
1960s the study of Canada’s place within the Empire had become a special-
ized field of little interest to most Canadian historians. This, he argues, is as
it should be, since the true concern of Canadian historians should be not
with imperial history but with “the origin of Canada.”4 British imperial
history was now seen as a field that should be left to the British historians –
that is to say, to those who focused on the history of the United Kingdom,
a subject of less interest to Canadian historians. What had once been a
central field in Canadian history was now seen as essentially part of an
alien subject: British history.5 In the other former dominions the same pat-
tern emerged, although more slowly in Australia and New Zealand, where a
far greater proportion of the population was of British origin than was the
case in Canada.

There were a few voices in the wilderness who protested against this at-
tempt to de-emphasize the British connection in the history of the domin-
ions. The most influential was J.G.A. Pocock, the New Zealand-born historian,
whose area of specialization was seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Brit-
ish history. In as early as 1974 Pocock pleaded for a new British history that
would include the old dominions (or what he called the neo-Britains over-
seas) and that would recognize that the history of the dominions was an
integral part of imperial history.6 But the call met with a very limited re-
sponse from most national historians, who continued to believe that one
could be either an Australian, a Canadian, a New Zealander, or a South
African or one could be British but one could not hold two national identi-
ties at once. In the 1990s, however, historians began to question this sim-
plistic notion, pointing out that in the past, particularly in composite
monarchies like the United Kingdom, most people had held multiple na-
tional identities.7 And if it was possible to be Scottish – or even Irish – and
British at the same time, why could one not be Australian and British, or
Canadian and British, at the same time? Not everyone accepted this conclu-
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sion, but the issue of Britishness was slowly put back on the agenda in the
writing of the history of the former dominions.

There were other factors at work. A growing number (though undoubt-
edly a minority) of historians in the older dominions were increasingly dis-
turbed by the marginalization of the dominions within the new imperial
historiography that emerged in the period after the Second World War. In
the older histories, the creation of a series of self-governing colonies with
institutions modelled on that of the mother country had been seen as one
of the most significant and lasting contributions of the British Empire and
was viewed in wholly positive terms. But in an era of decolonization, Brit-
ish imperial historians could see little that was lasting and less that was
positive in the history of the British Empire. They were more concerned
with writing a history of British imperialism than with writing a history of
the British Empire. The new historiography was metropolitan-centred, fo-
cusing on how Britain had managed to acquire and control a vast overseas
empire and how this empire had contributed to Britain’s wealth and to its
status in the world. From this perspective, the division between the parts of
the world that were formally part of the Empire and those that simply con-
tributed to the creation of British wealth through trade was not significant.
The focus of the new historiography was also on those parts of the world
that Britain had exploited most ruthlessly, particularly the impact of impe-
rialism on the African and Asian peoples who had been brought under im-
perial rule against their wishes. Canadian (and Australian and New Zealand)
history was no longer at the front of the new agenda. In fact, it was barely
on the agenda of the new imperial history at all. Most historians of the
older dominions by and large did not strenuously object to the changes in
the way in which imperial history was being written. This was partly because
most were nationalists who no longer wished to see their countries as prod-
ucts of the age of imperial expansion. But there were many younger histori-
ans, less nationalistic than the previous generation, who felt that the
dominions must confront the reality of their own imperial past and the lega-
cies of that past – particularly the exploitation of Native peoples – that re-
mained imbedded within Canada and the other colonies of British settlement.

Gradually, then, there has emerged a renewed interest in Canada’s place
in what we have called the “British World.” The concept of a British World
is not a new one. The phrase was frequently used from the late nineteenth
century until the 1950s, but its popularity was always overshadowed by the
term “Greater Britain,” which was coined by Sir Charles Dilke in the late
1860s and quickly became the preferred term for collectively describing the
British colonies of settlement overseas. Like the boundaries of Greater Brit-
ain, the boundaries of the British World were and are open to interpreta-
tion. Dilke originally included the United States as part of his Greater Britain.
Obviously, the Thirteen Colonies were at the centre of the first British
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Empire. Indeed, although the first British Empire was destroyed when the
United States achieved independence in 1783, it could be argued that, dur-
ing the first half of the nineteenth century, the newly created United States
was still to some degree part of a British-dominated cultural and intellectual
world. But in the nineteenth century the Americans also created an empire
of their own as they expanded across the continent and, in the early twen-
tieth century, even acquired overseas colonies. In the twentieth century
British politicians such as Joseph Chamberlain and Winston Churchill talked
of the unity of “the English-speaking peoples,” but this unity was more
imagined than real. Dilke recognized this in as early as 1899 when he de-
clared in his study of The British Empire that the pressure to restrict the use
of the term to territories that were part of the formal empire was “too strong
to resist.”8

Canada, as the largest and most prominent of the self-governing colo-
nies (or dominions as they came to be called officially in 1907), was clearly
part of this British World, a world held together more by a sense of belong-
ing to a shared British culture than by ties of commerce and trade. It was
the mass migration of British immigrants to Canada in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries that ensured that Canada would remain part of a
British World until well into the twentieth century. Indeed, most of the
chapters in this collection deal – some directly and some indirectly – with
the impact of migration from the British Isles on Canada. From the 1960s
to the 1990s, there was extensive research on the Scots and the Irish in
Canada (particularly in the pre-Confederation era), although only recently
have scholars begun to study the impact of Canada’s largest immigrant
group – the English – on the history of Canada. A variety of factors explain
the comparative lack of interest in English immigration to Canada. But
clearly one reason is that the descendants of the Irish and Scottish immi-
grants to Canada have succeeded in disassociating themselves from their
British imperial past and in presenting themselves as part of the colonized
rather than as the colonizers, thus laying the blame for imperial exploita-
tion on the English and their descendents. This, of course, is a serious dis-
tortion of the reality. What existed in Canada was a shared British culture
to which all of the various immigrant communities from the British Isles,
including the Scots and the Irish, contributed. There are historians who
would question whether one can talk about a British diaspora, but this is a
question of semantics.9 What is clear is that the migration of waves of Brit-
ons overseas was fundamental in creating a series of new nation-states,
which have survived and remain one of the most important and lasting
legacies of the British Empire. These new nation-states are no longer as
predominantly British as they once were, and Canada and the other former
dominions have begun to redefine themselves as multicultural communi-
ties with their own distinct national identities, rather than as neo-Britains.
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Nonetheless, the legacy of their imperial past cannot easily be wiped away
and consigned to the dustbin of history.

Of course, it is important to keep in mind that the dominions never were
simple replicas of the “mother country.” It is well known that the popula-
tions of the dominions were more Scottish and Irish than that of the United
Kingdom, although this emphasis on the Scots and the Irish is frequently
exaggerated. During the first half of the nineteenth century, Scottish and
Irish immigrants did outnumber English immigrants in Canada, but during
the even heavier waves of migrations in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century, the English overwhelmingly predominated, though the Scots
remained significantly overrepresented.10 Certainly, it is a myth that the
Scots created Canada. Canada drew upon all parts of the British Isles for its
immigrants, its institutions, its laws, and its culture. And Canadians fre-
quently rejected aspects of the law or culture of the mother country that
they felt were incapable of being transplanted in a new environment or
that they felt were undesirable to transplant. Canadians wished to be “Brit-
ish” but on their own terms and in their own way. It was a “Better Britain”
– not simply a neo-Britain – that they sought to create. But clearly there
remained strong linkages between the British at home and the British im-
migrants and their descendants in Canada. Hundreds of thousands of Brit-
ons in Britain saw relatives, friends, and neighbours migrate to Canada.
Some of those who left became return migrants, either because they failed
to create a better life for themselves overseas or because they were so suc-
cessful that they could afford to return in style. During the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, as the costs of transport fell and the safety
and comfort of travelling by sea improved dramatically, a growing number
of British migrants repeatedly moved back and forth between Britain and
the colonies. They were joined by many second- or third-generation colonials
who were lured to Britain as tourists or for a variety of business, professional,
or political reasons. Some of these Canadian migrants never returned to the
colony they continued to call home. Indeed, the word “home” had an am-
biguous meaning for many English Canadians, who had a sense of having
two homes: an ancestral home in Britain and a new home overseas. Over
time, loyalty to the new home – to Canada – clearly came to count for more
than loyalty to the old. But English Canadians did not perceive any conflict
in being loyal both to the Empire and to Canada. In the late nineteenth and
the first half of the twentieth century, this loyalty was strengthened by an
increasingly complex web of family, cultural, commercial, and professional
networks that linked the British in Britain with the British overseas.11 In the
past, Canadian historians have too readily accepted some version of the
colony-to-nation thesis. It is as if the Empire existed essentially to create a
series of independent nations and that the process of making the transition
was simple, uncomplicated, and linear. This teleological approach glosses
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over the fact that while there was a continual process of renegotiating the
status of Canada within the Empire, Canadians were committed to contin-
ued participation in the Empire and the preservation of British culture in
Canada. Even after the Second World War, the belief in the existence of a
British World remained strong for another two decades.

An attempt to explore and interpret the value of the British World as a
concept and its meaning to those who were part of it began as an initiative
of a small group of historians – John Darwin at Oxford University, Rob
Holland at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies at the University of Lon-
don, and Carl Bridge at the Menzies Centre for Australian Studies at the
University of London – who were determined to break the mould in which
imperial history was being written and to bring the dominions back into
the picture. They recruited Phillip Buckner from Canada (at that time teach-
ing at the University of New Brunswick, although he too would shortly
become a senior research fellow at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies),
James Belich from New Zealand (shortly to move to the University of
Auckland), and Bill Nasson from the University of Cape Town in South
Africa. This group formed an informal committee that was responsible for
organizing the first British World Conference at the Institute of Common-
wealth Studies in June 1998. So successful was the conference that it was
decided to hold a series of conferences in the dominions, the first in South
Africa, at the University of Cape Town, in 2002.12

The third conference was held at the University of Calgary in 2003.13

Selecting the papers to include in this book on Canada and the British World
was a difficult task because of the number of excellent papers from which
we could choose. The purpose of resurrecting the concept of a British World
is not an exercise in imperial nostalgia, a lament for a world we have lost.
Our goal is to re-examine a complex phenomenon and to understand how
it shaped the world in which Canadians lived and to some extent still live,
and we hope that the chapters that follow give some indication of the qual-
ity and complexity of the debate that has been taking place on the issue of
the relationships that bound Canada to the wider British World.
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1
“Information Wanted”: Women
Emigrants in a Transatlantic World
Elizabeth Jane Errington

In June 1827, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine published one of Mrs. Heman’s
new poems, “Songs of Emigration”:

There was heard a song on the chiming sea;
A mingled breathing of grief and glee;
Man’s voice, unbroken by sighs, was there,
Filling with triumph the sunny air.

The song told “of fresh green lands, and of pastures new,” and of “plains
whose verdure no foot hath press’d / and whose wealth is all for the first
brave guest.” There, in the New World, the emigrants sang, “we will rear
new homes, under trees that glow / As if gems were their fruitages of every
bough ... And watch our herds, as they range at will / Through the green
savannas, all bright and still.” The exultant strains of this song reflect a
good deal of nineteenth-century Britons’ rather romantic vision of the New
World across the Atlantic and the abundance it promised to all who settled
there. Yet even Mrs. Heman, a firm advocate of emigration, recognized that
not all shared the vision. While men sang eagerly of new farms in the wil-
derness, she presented a discordant chorus of women who cried for “the
shelter’d garden bower, ... the grey church tower, / And the sound of the
Sabbath bell” of home. “But alas!” they sang, “that we should go, / From the
homesteads warm and low.” Even the soaring triumph of the last verse could
not completely drown out the women’s lament:

We will give the names of our fearless race
To each bright river whose course we trace;
We will leave our memory with mounds and floods,
And the path of our daring in boundless woods;
And our works unto many a lake’s green shore,
Where the Indians grave lay alone before!
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But who shall teach the flowers,
Which our children loved, to dwell
In a soil that is not ours?
Home, home, and friends, farewell!1

“Songs” was but one small part of the discourse of empire and emigration
that echoed throughout the British Isles and Ireland and the British Ameri-
can colonies in the first half of the nineteenth century. Drawn by the seem-
ingly limitless possibilities of land and “independence,” songs, poems,
pamphlets, and emigrant literature celebrated the determination of stal-
wart young Britons, the very “sinews of the nation,” who eagerly went into
the wilderness and made it bloom as a rose. Under the hand of British farm-
ers and labourers, the “useless and silent forest” was being “replaced by
fields and meadows interspersed with towns and villages, bounding and
sparkling with life and enjoyment.”2

When told in the nineteenth century, the story of the “extraordinary” mi-
gration of Britons was of farmers and mechanics, of missionaries and mer-
chants, and of labourers and adventurers who, alone or with their families,
made a new life for themselves in the colonies. The heroes of these tales were
men. Although it was recognized that to succeed an emigrant needed a wife,
and even children could be a real asset, the project of emigration and coloni-
zation was decidedly masculine. Like the choruses of Mrs. Heman’s song, the
thousands of women who went to America, if they were considered at all,
were assumed to be only reluctant participants in what many characterized
as a great crusade. Recent scholarship has begun to tickle out the complex
and diverse roles British women played in creating and defining the British
imperial world.3 There is a growing body of literature that chronicles female
migration to the settler colonies, particularly to the Antipodes.4 With few
exceptions, emigration to British America in the first half of the nineteenth
century continues to be characterized as the migration of nuclear families
and adventurous men. Women’s voices and their participation in the pro-
cess is at best muted or, by implication, of no consequence.

What then, do we make of the notice that appeared in the local Kingston,
Upper Canada, newspaper in September 1821: “If JOHN DONEVAN, who
left Cork about three years ago, and was last heard of at Mr. Sniders near
Point Fortune, about twelve months since, be alive, and will enquire at Mr.
Barnhams, Inn Keeper, at Point Fortune, he will find his wife who has come
out to this country in search of him.”5 Or the card to the public in York,
Upper Canada, printed in the Colonial Advocate in 1834 that began, “Where
is FRANKY MACHOGAN?” To ensure that there was no doubt to whom the
notice was addressed, Mary Jane MacHogan explained that “Franky
MacHogan was a native of Ireland, emigrated to Canada from County
Armagh between Newtown Hamilton and Keady – by profession a hacker of
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flax.” “His disconsolate companion” had followed him to the colony. Mary
Jane, who had recently “delivered a son ... and remains in a very destitute
state,” asked that editors of newspapers “do an act of humanity” and help
her find her husband.6 And then there was the dilemma that Jane Mayarity
found herself in, in early February 1830. She had arrived in York the previ-
ous fall to join her brother, Christopher Flinn. Her note to the public ex-
plained that although three years before (when she had last heard from
him) he had been in Prince Edward Island, he had intended to move “to the
upper province.” To date, he was not to be found, and Jane was frustrated
and did not intend to wait much longer. If she did not hear from Christo-
pher by the end of the winter, she declared that she would return home to
Ireland.7

Between 1815 and 1845, local newspapers in Upper Canada (and indeed,
throughout North America) printed hundreds of similar notices of newly
arrived wives looking for husbands, sisters or brothers looking for siblings,
and mothers and fathers looking for their children.8 Newspapers also in-
cluded cards from “ladies” “lately arrived from England” or Scotland or
Ireland, who, either alone or with their sisters, mothers, or husbands, pro-
posed to open a “Seminary of Respectability” for young girls or a hat or
dress shop. Some notices were very brief, like that which appeared in the
Kingston Chronicle and Gazette in March 1834: “If Patrick Brady, from
Claremont County, Mayo Ireland be in Kingston, he will confer a favour by
making it known to this office.”9 A few told a poignant story. An “Informa-
tion Wanted” in the Cobourg Star in August 1832 addressed to “ALEXANDER
CAMERON, late of Glasgow, who came out in March last, by the ship Nailer,
from Greenock,” recounted how his brother, Hugh, and his family had fol-
lowed Alexander to Upper Canada. “Unfortunately,” Hugh had been “seized
with the cholera, while coming up the Lake” and had died. His widow and
child, who were “totally unprovided for,” were “anxiously desirous of hear-
ing from the said ALEXANDER – who is supposed to have settled some-
where in the Township of Cavan.” Mrs. Cameron’s notice concluded: “Any
information respecting him, addressed to this Office, will be gratefully ac-
knowledged. He has a wife and eight children.”10

Unfortunately, even the most detailed of these cards offer only a tantaliz-
ing glimpse of the lives and expectations of these emigrants and their fami-
lies. One is left wondering if John Donevan was alive. Were widow Cameron
and her child reunited with her brother-in-law, Alexander? Did the growing
numbers of “ladies” and craftswomen who established businesses in the
colony find economic success? These notices do, nonetheless, offer fleeting
details of who these women (and men) were and why they were in Kingston
or York or other colonial communities. They also include hints of emigrants’
expectations of the New World and suggest that although absent in the
imperial discourse, women were actively engaged in the colonial project.
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And when these fragmentary stories are read within the context of emi-
grant correspondence, one can begin to tickle out how at least some Britons
regarded the British World in the thirty years after the Napoleonic Wars.

The women and men who placed notices in colonial newspapers and, in
most cases, those whom they sought were recent emigrants and all were
engaged in what scholars now call the project of empire and colonization.11

Between 1815 and 1845, hundreds of thousands of Britons left their homes
and the British Isles for America, for Australia, for South Africa, and for
other colonies around the globe.12 Contemporaries remarked on the “extra-
ordinary emigration from all quarters of the Old World” and British papers
often commented on the “tides” of migrants or “the fever” of emigration
that seemed to be infecting the nation.13 The destiny of choice between
1815 and 1845 was North America, and particularly that “land of promise,”
the United States.14 After 1815, however, the new colonies of British North
America and particularly Upper Canada began to attract a growing number
of English, Irish, and Scottish migrants.15 By mid-century, many politicians,
pamphleteers, colonial promoters, and many of Britain’s growing middle
classes were extolling the efforts of those “true Britons” who, “by the result
of the white man’s hard and honest labour,”16 were creating a new “won-
drous Empire” in North America and promoting the spread of the Anglo-
Saxon race and “English laws, language,” and civilization.17

There was nonetheless considerable debate in Britain in the first half of
the nineteenth century about the efficacy of emigration. Questions were
raised in the British press and in Parliament about whether the population
should be “guarded” or if the government should actively promote various
emigration schemes to “relieve distress at home.” Others proposed that Par-
liament actively encourage Britons who intended to emigrate anyway to
make for the settlement colonies of the Empire.18 There were also sharp
differences as to who should be encouraged to leave the British Isles and
what class of people made the best settlers on the imperial frontiers.

There was little debate, however, that emigration and empire were “manly”
undertakings. Abandoning one’s home for the uncertainties of a new world
required individuals with resolve and determination. The imperial frontier
and settler colonies needed strong, “true British men” to subdue the wilder-
ness and lay the seeds of civilization. As other scholars have persuasively
argued, the project of colonization was a gendered undertaking. And in the
first half of the nineteenth century, emigration was certainly a gendered
experience.19 Common sense told Britons that the “emigrant” was male.
The growing attention and often heated debates in the British press and in
government about the waves of Britons who were packing up and boarding
ships bound for America revolved around the need for hardy farmers, ques-
tions about whether impoverished peasant labourers would survive, and
how to attract “men of capital.” The growing body of promotional literature
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was directed almost exclusively to men of the soil, gentlemen of some means,
and craftsmen and mechanics.20

Not all men were equally suited for such an enterprise. Certainly, British
newspapers and travellers’ accounts told stories of young single men who
by their ingenuity, determination, and hard work had made their fortune
in the colonies.21 But settlement required families and the discourse privi-
leged married men. “The irregularity of a bachelor’s life” should be avoided
on the frontier,22 it was firmly declared. A wife “helped secure [an emigrant’s]
comfort.”23 An industrious and willing wife could also be a decided eco-
nomic asset. “Married persons are always more comfortable and succeed
sooner in Canada than single men,” traveller John Howison advised in 1821.
Indeed, “a wife and family, so far from being a burden there always prove
sources of wealth.”24 Young men were encouraged to “bring out wives with
them ... as generally speaking, a man will find a woman of his own country
more congenial to his habits and taste ... than any other.”25

Some emigrant guides and settlers’ accounts did acknowledge that spe-
cifically women were “wanted” in British North America.26 One settler stated,
somewhat derisively, that he could readily find husbands for single or young
widowed women who had “a snug jointure or disposable fortune.”27 Emi-
grant guides also pointed out that young, healthy girls would quickly find
employment in the colonies as domestic servants, teachers, or farm girls.
“And if steady, industrious and deserving,” these girls “may probably soon
(if they choose) become the mistress of a house of their own.”28 Such en-
couragement was muted, however. It was “known” that women, by their
very nature, were not really suited to such independent action. Indeed,
emigrants were periodically warned to expect that their wives would be
reluctant to leave home. It was pointed out that women feared the danger-
ous ocean voyage and that they had a greater attachment to the land of
their birth than did their husbands. Emigrants would have to persuade their
wives to join them. Most women portrayed in the discourse were, like chil-
dren, dependants who needed to be directed to acquiesce to their husbands’
decision to emigrate.29

Those who actually packed up their goods and boarded ships at Greenock,
Southampton, and numerous smaller ports to make their way to “America”
were certainly not indifferent to the public’s growing preoccupation with
emigration and empire. Few of those who made their way to Upper Canada
between 1815 and 1845 would have recognized themselves in the public
discourse, however. The tales of emigration and their implicit assumptions
about reluctant women do not seem to have influenced Mrs. Donevan or
Mary Jack MacHogan as they negotiated the often difficult world of the
transatlantic crossing. And Jane Mayarity was certainly not the only young
woman who, either alone or in the company of friends or family, arrived in
the colonies in search of kin and economic opportunity.30
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At the same time, information-wanted notices do illustrate that for many,
and perhaps most, women, emigration was a family affair. Most of those
who sought the public’s help were looking for kin and identified them-
selves within family relationships. The majority of wives looking for their
husbands identified themselves solely by his name, like Mrs. John Donevan
or Mrs. Hugh Cameron. As they searched and waited in that liminal space
between emigrant and colonist, being a wife, a mother, a sister, or a cousin
offered these women at least some sense of certainty and identity. And by
characterizing themselves as a wife, mother, or sister of an emigrant, these
women may also have been unconsciously asserting their respectability. For
in a world that was increasingly concerned about the symbolic role of the
“good woman” and the supposed naturalness of women’s dependence, this
was one way they could gain the public’s sympathy and claim the right to
support from kin and the wider community.

It is unlikely that Upper Canadians were particularly surprised to read
notices of wives and mothers who were looking for their husbands. Although
a significant proportion of Britons emigrated to Upper Canada between 1815
and 1845 as part of a nuclear family, the limited shipping lists of the period
indicate that adult men outnumbered women by a factor of at least two to
one.31 Some of these men were undoubtedly young, single labourers and
artisans who were drawn by the promise of work and land and an opportu-
nity to assert their independence from parental households. But many other
apparently unattached men were actually husbands and fathers. Certainly,
Mrs. Donevan was not the only woman whose husband had gone ahead,
expecting that the rest of the family would follow some time after.32 Mrs.
Comerford, for example, left “the Parish of Guildmore, County of Cavan,
Ireland” in 1825, some months after her husband, William, emigrated to
Upper Canada. Her notice informed William “that his wife is at York, UC.
Information will be obtained of Mr. Ketchum, of that Town, at what place
she can be found.”33 Indeed, there were dozens of notices of British wives,
often accompanied by children, who were looking for husbands who had
gone on ahead.

The practice of heads of households going ahead “to spy out the land” was
not unusual. Some men went to the colony to assess the situation for them-
selves before making a final decision to emigrate. Others, as recommended
by a number of emigrant guides and settlers’ accounts, went ahead to find
work or land and then sent for their families.34 The decision that the family
would be divided, perhaps for an extended period, was not taken lightly. The
journey was notoriously dangerous; the colonies were “foreign.” And those
left behind still had to support themselves until the family could be reunited.
The undertaking required careful planning. It must also have prompted
lengthy discussions about where “Father” might go and when, how long
the family would be divided, and, ideally, how it would be reunited.
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The debates in John Gemmill’s household may well have been protracted.
In 1820-21, John Gemmill, a forty-five-year-old stonemason living just out-
side Glasgow, had the opportunity to join a local emigration scheme. The
proposal included a land grant in Lanark County, Upper Canada, and subsi-
dized passage to the colony. It appears that financial circumstances pre-
cluded the family from travelling as a unit. It may also have been that John
and his wife, Ann, decided that he should go ahead and begin to make a
home for their nine children. Given the local economic situation, John and
Ann felt that the opportunity was too good to miss and John boarded the
David of London at Greenock in May 1821.35 After he left, Ann and the chil-
dren, who ranged in age from eighteen to two, went to reside with John’s
brother, Andrew. In one of his first letters home, John told his wife “to get
[herself] entered into some society” and, if need be, have their son Andrew,
“entered as head of the family.”36 He also sent detailed instructions on what
goods the family should bring and what should be sold, how to pack, and
what tools he wanted. John’s letter did not arrive, however, until after Ann
had set out.37 We know that, among other things, it was Ann who organized
the sale of household items, packed boxes and supplementary food for the
voyage, and negotiated the family’s passage. And in the end, Ann was obliged
to travel alone with the six younger children. To her and John’s great disap-
pointment, the three eldest children, daughters Jean and Margaret and son
Andrew, decided to remain in Scotland. John and Ann were reunited in
1823, apparently without incident. And all extant records indicate that Ann
had shared her husband’s commitment to emigrating to the colonies and
took an active part in the process.

This was not always the case. In 1832, William Hutton found himself
increasingly unable to make a respectable living managing a farm in Ire-
land. In the spring of 1833, he asked to be released from his lease and, at the
same time, wrote his mother that he and his wife, Fanny, and his brother
had “been considering the propriety of going out to Canada next month.”38

It seems clear from William’s subsequent letters that Fanny was not
enamoured by the prospect. Hutton told his mother that “Fanny says she
would rather have a situation of £150 per annum than go to Canada; to her
the idea of such a trip is odious in the extreme. No wonder, when there are
five such helpless little ones about her, but she thinks of two evils ‘Canada
or idleness’ the former is the better.”39 Fanny Hutton’s obvious reluctance
must have prompted some heated discussions. It was probably not just con-
cerns about the health and welfare of her young children, although this
would have been significant. She was also a gentlewoman for whom the
colonies offered little but hardship, loneliness, and estrangement from family
and friends.

William Hutton travelled to Canada a year later on his own to assess the
situation. In June 1834 he wrote to Fanny that he had purchased 165 acres
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of land within a mile and a quarter of the small village of Belleville in east-
ern Upper Canada. After describing how he intended to finance the pur-
chase (loans from his father), William then explained: “I have done my
very best both in doing and in refraining from doing, and I feel very confi-
dent that if my dearest Fanny should think otherwise, she will not reproach
me.” William was obviously aware that Fanny was still not reconciled to
emigrating: “If you feel you cannot be happy at such a distance from home,
I would say certainly remain until you can train your mind to it, and send
the children forward.” But he hoped that her love for him would prevail
and, echoing the tropes of the day, he also hoped that “you will endeavour
to sooth sorrows which a separation from a beloved country and beloved
friends naturally produces in a warm heart. Enough of this, I merely wish to
encourage you to hold the mastery over your spirit, to root and ground
your love. I know well how grievous, how intensively grievous, your separa-
tion from all that you hold dear in Ireland must be.”40 Fanny did have some
choice in the matter. She had family members in England willing and fi-
nancially able to support her and the children. And William would, reluc-
tantly, have accepted her decision. Leaving an ill mother and moving
permanently to a new country and a new home that William described as
“bare,” difficult at best to reach, and surrounded by strangers was almost
impossible to conceive. But Fanny too was a gentlewoman of her time. Being
separated from her husband and possibly children and refusing to accept
those responsibilities of women of her class was, for her, apparently un-
thinkable. Fanny and the children joined William in Upper Canada in the
fall of 1834.41

It is perhaps not surprising that Fanny, and a number of other women of
her status, did not emigrate until they had a home to go to. Most British
families did not have such choices. And even fewer could afford, as the
Huttons could, to ship almost all their household goods to Upper Canada.
Financial circumstances often forced members of a family to emigrate at
different times. And many wives were only too eager to join their husbands.
But maintaining contact across the Atlantic was difficult. Not all British
emigrants had the ability or could afford to write letters home, and they
relied on friends or neighbours to pass on information or to make the nec-
essary arrangements for the family to follow.42 Even then, letters could take
months to reach their intended recipients and they frequently went astray.
Although many women, like Fanny Hutton, waited for news and instruc-
tions, others, like Ann Gemmill, chose not to wait. Fanny was also fortu-
nate in that William met her and the children at the wharf in New York and
took them, together with untold numbers of boxes and furniture, to their
new home. For her part, Ann Gemmill had detailed directions to John’s
location, and she and the children seem to have made their own way there.
Many families were probably reunited without significant difficulty. But as
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notices to the public illustrate, sometimes the family’s arrangements went
awry; at other times, wives and children, prompted perhaps by desperation
or impatience, set out to make the long passage to America to find hus-
bands they had not seen or heard from, sometimes, in years.

John McQueen wrote for his family from a “location near Gananoque,”
Upper Canada, a year after he left Glasgow. When Mrs. McQueen, with
their six children, arrived six months later, she was dismayed that she could
not find John. The family was “now in distressed circumstances,” she in-
formed the public, and any information of her husband would “receive her
grateful thanks.”43 Neil Horkan, “from the neighbourhood of Castleban,
Ireland,” sent for his family in 1836-37. Upon arrival in Kingston, Mrs.
Horkan turned to the local emigrant agent for help to find him.44 Most
information-wanted notices did not include details about what, if any, ar-
rangements the family had made to be reunited. Some, like Irishwoman
Mrs. Thomas Wilson and her four children, were “expected” and she seems
to have been dismayed that Thomas was not waiting for them.45 The tenor
of other notices only suggests that the family had had news from their hus-
bands before they left home.46 Some clearly had not. Hannah Cradel from
County Clare placed a notice in the Niagara Herald in January 1830 that she
had come to the colony in search of Michael Power, her husband, “for he
never wrote.”47 Fanny Connor was disconsolate when she arrived in Montreal
in August 1833 “in search” of her husband, Thomas, who had left home
more than two years earlier.48 Sometimes it was years before the family left
at home could make its way to Upper Canada. Mrs. William Banks and her
four children had not seen William in more than four years when they
arrived in the colony.49

Many women and their children appear to have used what limited re-
sources they had just to make the journey and arrived in the colony in dire
straits. In 1829, Mary Duffy “arrived at York, UC with five children” and, she
informed the public, was “in a distressed situation” and most “anxious to
hear from” her husband, John, who had emigrated from County Kerry to
Quebec two years before.50 Mrs. Furgeson Bell announced that she and her
three children were now “at the corner of Oak and James Street, New York,
destitute of the comfort of life.”51 Mrs. Bell’s dilemma was complicated be-
cause she did not know where her husband was. Neither did a “dejected”
Mrs. William Flia Cooper, who asked that her notice be published “by all
the Canadian newspapers” as well as those in the United States as her “last
resource.”52 Julia Kain only knew that her husband, Thomas, was “supposed
to be living in Upper Canada” when she arrived in York in 1830.53 When
she left home, Julia may have been quite confident that she would be able
to find Thomas. One wonders what she thought as she began to realize
how large the colony was and, even in 1830, how difficult communica-
tions and transportation could be. This was certainly not just another part
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of Britain, as some at home were claiming.54 And what, in the end, had
prompted her to leave the familiarity of home? Perhaps she did not have
family and neighbours, as Ann Gemmill did, to rely on. Or perhaps the
promise of a new world and the hope of being reunited with Thomas had
greater influence than any regrets about leaving “the sound of the Sabbath
bell.”

We know next to nothing about how those who were left behind man-
aged while they waited for word from across the Atlantic. Many probably
moved in with a close relative – parents or a sibling – and relied on what
they and their children could earn and perhaps save for their future depar-
ture. A few were delighted when they received remittances from their hus-
bands. Not only did this help defray the cost of the voyage but it was also
tangible evidence that he was still alive and waiting for them. A number
undoubtedly turned to local charities or depended on the parish poor rates
to keep themselves and to pay at least part of their passage to the New
World. And when no news arrived, either directly or included in letters sent
to neighbours or friends, at least some wives must have wondered if their
husbands did not want to be found.

What is startling is these women’s determination to join their husbands
and reunite their families. As they settled into the steerage of one of the
many emigrant ships or, for those fortunate few, took cabin accommoda-
tion on a packet, some may, as Mrs. Heman suggested, have sighed with
regret, “Home, home and friends farewell.” But most would have been too
preoccupied with looking after their children, wondering whether they had
packed enough or too much, and looking forward to reconstituting their
family. Theirs was not an act of particular heroism or of self-effacing depen-
dency. They arrived in the colony as independent and determined women,
most of them quite capable of negotiating leaving home and of remaking
home and family.

When Jane Grey arrived in Upper Canada in 1831, she had not left home
to look for her husband. Rather, she sought news of her sister, Esther Brown,
who had left Ireland a year earlier as a member of her employer’s house-
hold. Jane’s notice did not display the urgency that characterized those
placed by desperate wives. Although “newly arrived in the colony,” Jane
and her husband were already “residing in York” when she sought the public’s
help. Nonetheless, she stated, she “would be happy to hear” from her sister,
who was somewhere “in the upper or lower province.”55 Jane may not have
needed to find her sister, but having family already in the colony probably
had some influence on her destination as an emigrant. And finding her
sister would also have provided an element of stability in this new world.

Most information-wanted notices were placed by recently arrived emi-
grants looking for their siblings.56 The majority of these were men looking
for their brothers or sisters; a significant proportion, however, about 25
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percent, were of apparently unattached young women, like Jane Mayarity.
Most cards in this category were placed by recently arrived Irish migrants.
They included Sarah McCulloch, who put a notice in the Cobourg Star in
August 1833: “Information is wanting, where Esther McCulloch is to be
found.” Esther had left the parish of Treshaskin, County Antrim, Ireland,
three years earlier. The family must have maintained some contact with
Esther, because Sarah knew that when she had first arrived Esther had lived
in Belleville and had then moved “on to the Trent.” Sarah now thought
that Esther had been “seeking service in this village lately.” But she could
not be found. And Sarah, alone and “in distress,” was “most anxious to find
her.”57

An emigrant’s choice of destination was, in part at least, often dictated by
the whereabouts of other family members or friends. And for many, the
pull of kin stretched not just across the Atlantic but over many years. Isabella
Stevens must have had a good deal of optimism when she arrived in Upper
Canada from Ireland in 1835. She had a brother already living and presum-
ably well settled in the colony and Isabella undoubtedly expected that he
and his family would provide her with a home for at least the time it would
take her to find employment. Her hopes were dashed, however, when, as
she announced to the public, she could not find her brother, whom she had
not seen in fifteen years or directly heard of in ten.58 One wonders what
Jane O’Neil had expected when she arrived in York in 1829. Although she
found work at Mrs. Methan’s, she could not find her brother, Matthew, who
had come to the colony only two years before.59

Many young women and men arrived to join a sister who was already
settled in the colony. Finding a sister could be more difficult than finding a
brother. In 1836, for example, a notice in a York paper asked for informa-
tion of Leticia Ingham. She had emigrated in 1824 and was thought to be
“living in or near Montreal.” To complicate matters, Leticia had married
after she had left home, and her sister, who was looking for her, did not
know her married name.60 Moreover, the family did not seem to have heard
from her for a number of years. Many siblings did manage, however, to stay
in touch with brothers and sisters on the other side of the Atlantic. When
Jane Nelson began to look for her sister, Mary, “the last account” she had
had was that Mary was in New York.61 Before Bridget Drury left home, she
had received a letter from her sister Catherine, then in Montreal.62

Unlike wives who were going to join their husbands, most siblings did
not seem to expect to reconstitute the family of their youth. Rather, they
were just trying to establish contact or perhaps to rekindle a relationship. A
notice in the Bytown Gazette in 1840 was quite typical: “Information wanted
of David Chambers, a native of the North of Ireland who came to this coun-
try from Liverpool by the ship George Wilkinson in May last. Should this
meet his eye, his sister Eliza Chambers who resides in Bytown will be happy
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to hear from him.”63 A few were rather more urgent. Sarah Palmer won-
dered if her “brother and sister, Robert and James Palmer,” who had left
home “some years since,” were even alive.64 For Louise Godfry, it was im-
perative that she find her brother, William, as she was “in the most heart-
rending condition, without money and among strangers.”65 For all newly
arrived emigrants, knowing that kin was close at hand must have helped
ameliorate the strangeness of the foreign land. Reforging familial relation-
ships helped provide a sense of emotional and, perhaps, financial security.

Many young women were quite capable of coping on their own in the
colonies, however. Like four young sisters, aged sixteen, eighteen, nineteen,
and twenty-three, who “alone” and having “recently arrived from the
neighbourhood of York England”66 placed advertisements in local newspa-
pers or went door to door looking for work as maids, cooks, governesses,
and other domestic help. Some wanted to be taken on as apprentices by a
milliner; others offered to become land girls. By the mid-1820s, girls could
also register at one of the employment agencies that had been set up by
enterprising local shopkeepers and newspaper editors.67 In communities
where servants and “girls” were at a premium, newly arrived emigrant women
had little difficulty finding waged work. In this regard, the discourse was
right; women were wanted in Upper Canada, not just as wives but as girls of
all work and domestic labourers. Many of those usually young women who
took on waged work in the colony had probably left home in the company
of parents or other siblings. And, as they would have done at home, they
entered the labour market when their labour was not needed at home and
as a way to supplement their family’s income before they married and set
up their own households. But the information-wanted notices indicate that,
like their brothers, some, at least, left home alone or in the company of
siblings, cousins, or friends expecting to join kin already settled in the colo-
nies. And if, on arrival, they could not find their brother or sister, a few, like
Jane Mayarity, decided to return home.

Most emigrating women did not have this option. They had used all their
resources just to get to the New World. And for some, there was little reason
to return. Perhaps the most poignant notices were from widowed women
and elderly parents and fathers looking for their sons or daughters. In July
1840, Lucy Chambers, who had “lately arrived in Upper Canada,” was “feel-
ing anxious to hear from her sons, Alexander Hughes and Henry Elam.”68

Ten years earlier, Ann Dunlop had been particularly “anxious to hear from”
her son, Thomas Wright. She had just arrived from Aughnacky, Ireland, her
card stated, and had missed meeting him in Montreal.69 Ann Crone was in
“distressed circumstances” in 1832 when she began to look “desperately”
for her sons, Cormick and James.70 Not all, or likely even most, parents were
in such difficulties. Richard Parson’s mother was “very anxious that he would
join” her and her new husband, William Lane, at their new home in
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Ottonabee Township. They were well settled; what Richard’s mother wanted
was to be reunited with her son.71 Edward and Mary Moran had followed
their daughter Sarah to the colonies. Now that they were settled in York,
they were eager to find her. They wrote, “[they will] be thankful to any per-
son giving any account of her and should this meet her eye, they are willing
to pay her expenses to York.”72 For the Morans, emigration was an opportu-
nity to reconstitute the family. For Ann Crone and Ann Dunlop, leaving
home may have been an act of desperation. They were searching not just
for their children but for the financial security that was no longer available
to them at home.

The importance of kin in the process of emigration cannot be overstated.
As Marjory Harper and others have concluded, “private encouragement and
practical assistance from family, friends and community ... were of inesti-
mable and enduring importance in stimulating secondary migration and
directing patterns of settlement.”73 This was as true of emigrating women as
of emigrating men. Moreover, when British women (and men) left home,
they did so, in part at least, within the context of their identities as wives,
sisters, and mothers. In many households, the decision to emigrate was
cause for considerable family debate and discussion. And once the decision
was made and they had arrived in the colony, emigrants consciously as-
serted kin relationships to gain the public’s attention and assistance and to
find emotional and often financial support.

A small but significant portion of unattached women emigrants were in
quite different circumstances. After 1820, Upper Canadian newspapers in-
cluded notices from a few women who had “recently arrived from the old
country,” who announced their intention of setting up a shop in one of the
female trades – dressmaking, bonnet making and mantuamaking – or open-
ing a girl’s school.74 Staymaker Jane McBradney was one of a growing num-
ber of craftswomen who, having “served a regular apprenticeship” or having
been trained in Britain, tried to parlay their status as recent emigrants to
gain custom in the colony.75 Jane Arnold of Brockville, newly arrived from
England, made a point of informing the public and potential customers
that she was already an “experienced” seamstress.76 Other women-merchants
claimed to have owned or worked in a shop before they emigrated to the
colony. Many of those who opened millinery, hat, and bonnet shops, or
offered to make ladies’ gowns and children’s clothes, were widows, often
accompanied by their daughters. Others were apparently younger women
who, like the Misses Rubergall of Brockville in the early 1830s or the Misses
S. & J. Ross of York,77 hoped to find in the colony greater economic oppor-
tunities than existed at home. These women must have had some financial
resources to buy supplies and, at the very least, rent a room. They also pos-
sessed the confidence that their skills were valuable assets even in this far-
flung part of the British World.
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After 1815, notices began to appear in colonial newspapers, of that group
of women Martha Vicinus has identified as British gentlewomen in dis-
tress.78 Certainly, most of those looking for a situation as a governess in a
good home were “local” women who had recently fallen on hard times.
But, if their cards to the public are to be believed, a few were “gentlewomen”
who had just arrived in the colony and intended to try to take advantage of
the growing demand for formal education for both girls and boys. Like their
sisters who emigrated to Australia, a number of these self-proclaimed “la-
dies” stated that they had particular expertise in a specific subject or had
themselves had the benefit of a “complete” education at home. Some may
have feared “the loss of caste and humiliation which would accompany a
wage earning career at home” and thought they could “safely pursue the
same career anonymously in the colonies.”79 The “lady,” who had “lately
arrived from England” and proposed to establish a seminary of respectabil-
ity in Kingston in the early 1820s,80 obviously anticipated that she would be
able to attain some degree of economic security and personal independence
in the colony. Others, with an introduction to a local family and perhaps a
little capital, may have relished the move. Mrs. Twigg stated that she had
been “induced” to emigrate to Upper Canada. She had “conducted a board-
ing and day school in the north of Ireland” for many years and brought
with her her good name and her “long experience and credentials.”81 Mrs.
Twigg and, by the 1830s, dozens of other “independent” women were offer-
ing formal instruction to the colony’s daughters in reading and writing as
well as those “accomplishments” – drawing, languages, dancing, and fancy
needlework – so necessary for middle-class wives and mothers. Many of
these “seminaries of respectability” were short-lived and most seemed to
have only a few students. But a few teacher proprietors were very successful.
By the mid-1830s, Mrs. Cockburn of York had forty day and boarding stu-
dents and a full-time staff of three teacher assistants.82

A number of these craftswomen and teachers were consciously claiming a
place for themselves in the British World. Their skills, their womanhood,
and even their “condition” as unattached women filled a need in the bur-
geoning colonial society. Many newly arrived milliners, bonnet makers, and
others who sold their womanly skills found ready markets for their work.
Gentlewomen teachers not only met the growing demand for an educated
citizenry; in their schools they also actively promoted and embraced the
gendered constructions of true womanhood that many in the colony con-
sidered essential for civilized society. By emigrating, at least some British
“spinster” women who at home were increasingly considered “superfluous”
gained status and a new respectability.83

Leaving home clearly promised hundreds of thousands of Britons new eco-
nomic and personal opportunities in the first half of the nineteenth century.
But emigration was only one of the options available to those looking for
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work, for security for themselves and their families, or for a way to escape
an untenable situation. The decision to leave home and make the always
difficult and often treacherous journey across the Atlantic was not taken
lightly. The brief notices of women and men looking for work or asking for
the public’s assistance to find relatives or friends illustrate some of the com-
plexities of these decisions. They also indicate how integral familial rela-
tionships were in who went and where.

It would appear that, in the short term at least, emigration may also have
accentuated ethnic and local identities.84 Information-wanted notices al-
most always identified the parties by their origin – Scots, Irish, Welsh, or
English – and often included details about the particular town, village, or
community in which the individual being looked for had lived. This was
undoubtedly an attempt to make it easier for the public to help identify and
find the husband, sister, or other party sought. And yet, the advertisements
of those new arrivals looking for work also frequently included whether
they were Scottish or English. And those who placed help-wanted ads often
explicitly stated their requirement for an English or a Scottish girl. Although
Upper Canada may have been part of a British World, those who arrived to
join husbands and reconstitute their families or to find other family mem-
bers seem to have seen it as an extension of the more immediate and per-
sonal world of family and kin relationships, perhaps overladen by ethnic
identity.85 And in their determination to reforge these connections, women
created their own stories of emigration.
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