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Unit 3 - Thematic Study

Reasons for immigration: What have been the main reasons for 
immigration into Britain over time?

Immigrants have been coming to Britain for centuries. Although it is possible to see 
a shift in the reasons from one period to another – from seeking asylum in one era 
to seeking economic advancement in another – a consistent theme has been the 
wish to better the life chances of the immigrant and his or her family. 

1. Religious and/or political asylum

The decision by Henry VIII to make Britain a Protestant nation meant that it was 
soon perceived as a place of refuge for persecuted Protestants in Europe and in the 
1560s, many Protestant Walloons, fleeing from what was then Spanish controlled 
Belgium, migrated to 
Britain. On 24 August 
1572, hostility to 
Protestants in France led 
to the St Bartholomew’s 
Massacre in which some 
ten thousand Protestants, 
known as Huguenots, 
were butchered. Many of 
those who escaped 
crossed the Channel in 
rowing boats and when 
the Edict of Nantes 
settlement between 
Catholics and Protestants 
was revoked in 1685, 
some 50,000 more 

Huguenots from France landing at Dover in 1685; The 
German Huguenot Museum

Immigration – arriving in a 
country other than one’s own 
with the aim of settling there.

Emigration – leaving one’s 
resident country with the aim of 
settling elsewhere.
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Huguenots moved to London. The General 
Naturalisation Act in 1708 entitled foreign 
Protestants to become British citizens and this 
led to Britain being seen as a Protestant 
haven throughout Europe.

Although Jews had been expelled from Britain 
in 1280, this was revoked by Cromwell in 
1656 and many of the victims of eastern 
European pogroms in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries were accepted into 
Britain. So too were a substantial number 
of the political refugees who had opposed 
authoritarian regimes in Europe in the 
nineteenth century – including Karl Marx – 
but appeals for political asylum have become 
more contentious in recent years. 

  

2. Work

A survey of ‘strangers’ interrogated in 1573 decided that more than a third were in 
Britain ‘onlie to seeke work for theire livinge.’ Some of those who were later to be 
referred to as ‘economic migrants’ were resented and expelled, but others were 
invited in because of their specific abilities. Henry VII brought in skilled iron workers 
from Germany and Elizabeth I Italian silk weavers in order that they could pass on 
their expertise to English apprentices. 

Industrialisation led to a movement from rural to industrial areas in search of 
employment. In Wales it was mainly from north to south but, in what was then 
Britain, from west to east. This was intensified by the desperate hunger that was 
the consequence of the Irish potato famine in the 1840s. By 1851 half a million Irish 
people had settled in England and Wales. 

The Maastricht Treaty of 1992 made possible the free movement of citizens of 
the European Union and by 2004 ten more nations had been added to the Union 
leading to a substantial movement of population from east to west in search of work 
or better paid work. 
 

Karl Marx’s tomb; Wikimedia 
Creative Commons

https://bit.ly/2knTjKJ
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4. Commercial and trade opportunities

Many of those who came in search of employment also saw the move as an 
entrepreneurial opportunity. This tradition stretches from Daniel Hoechsetter, a 
German smelter from Augsburg who set up mining firms in the Lake District in 1568, 
through Montague Burton, originally from Polish Russia, to Kuldip Wouhra of East 
End Foods and Shami Ahmed of Joe Bloggs jeans in the present day.

The experiences of immigrants: What were the experiences of and responses 
to the various groups of immigrants?

 
Immigrants to Britain have frequently encountered hostility and resentment, even 
violence. In 1500 it is estimated that there were three thousand foreigners in 
London, 6% of the civic population,1 but that was enough to lead to a witch hunt 
against aliens. In 1517, on what became known as Ill May Day, a London mob 
targeted rich Italians and only the intervention of Royal troops restored order. This 
led to a new alien tax and those who had been granted the right to live and trade in 
Britain were required to pay approximately twice the normal tax rate.  

Immigrants at the other end of the social scale were also vulnerable. Ever since 

Three lascars on the 
Viceroy of India; Wikimedia 

Creative Commons 
http://bit.ly/2jNlm37

3. Legacy of empire

Slavery and its aftermath led to 
a number of freed slaves finding 
their way to Britain as servants in 
the 17th and 18th century and the 
appearance of Lascars, Asian and 
Middle Eastern crews employed on 
British ships, many of whom settled 
in Britain. The decline of imperialism 
after the Second World War led 
to many of those who had been 
encouraged to see Britain as the 
‘Mother Country’ – as well as some 
who had fought on its behalf during 
that War – seeking employment 
here. This was also a movement 
from rural to industrial areas. 

1 Robert Winder, Bloody Foreigners (published by Abacus, 2013) p57
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their first appearance in Britain, gypsies (a compression of the label ‘Egyptian’) have 
been singled out for especially punitive measures. In 1530, Henry VIII introduced a 
law ordering ‘gypsions’ to leave the country and banning them from returning. Later 
laws set out punishments for those who consorted with gypsies and eleven people 

were hanged for defying those laws as 
well as nine gypsies.  

                                                                         
There was a similar attitude to the 
African slaves who were brought 
to Britain from the 1570s onwards 
as servants, court entertainers 
and prostitutes. In 1596 and 1601 
there were attempts to petition 
Queen Elizabeth I for ‘Negroes and 
blackamoors’ to be ‘with all speed 
avoided and discharged out of this 
Her Majesty’s realms’. But it is now 
clear2  that these petitions were not 
acted upon and the number of black 
Britons continued to rise steadily.

Protestant immigrants from Europe 
were treated much more sympathetically. Although Sir Walter Raleigh objected – ‘I 
see no matter of honour, no matter of charity, no profit in relieving them’3  – most 
decision makers of the time could see that Huguenot energy and skills would bring 
substantial commercial advantages. One of the new arrivals, Jacques Fontaine, 
recorded that those he met after he disembarked in Devon were ‘kindness itself.’ He 
and all of the Huguenot refugees he arrived with were immediately offered places to 
stay and ‘I was as completely domesticated with them as if I had been a brother.’4  
There was sympathy too for the Palatinates, mainly Protestant immigrants from 
Germany.

Palatinate immigrants https://bbc.in/3gz0E4H

It was a completely different story for the Irish victims of the potato famine of the 
1840s. By 1851 half a million Irish had settled in England and Wales, probably the 
greatest influx of people British society had ever experienced.5  A Royal Commission 
in 1836 had already claimed that the Irish brought with them ‘filth, neglect, 
confusion, discomfort and insalubrity’6  but after the influx the hostility towards the 
incomers became even more intense. In Pontlottyn in 1869 a crowd, some 1000 
strong, attacked the Irish community leading to one death and in Tredegar fifteen 
people were seriously injured in the anti Irish attacks of 1882.7 

‘Gipsies Fortune telling Basle’ woodcut 1552;  
Wikimedia Creative Commons 

http://bit.ly/2kp66c2

2 David Olusoga, Black and British, (published by Macmillan, 2016), p63 
3 Sir Simon D’Ewes, Journals,  p509 quoted in Robin Gwynn, Hugeneot Heritage, (published by Sussex 2001), p151
4 Jacques Fontaine, Memoires d’une famille, Huguenot Proceedings, Vol. 1 No.2 
5 James Walvin, Passage to Britain, (published by Penguin, 1984), p26
6 Quoted by Robert Winder op cit p197
7 Neil Evans, Through the Prism of Ethnic Violence, in A Tolerant Nation? edited by Charlotte Williams, Neil Evans and Paul O’Leary, (UWP 2015),  p130-1



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  
Conquest of the Americas, 1492-1522

Changes in Patterns of Migration 
c.1500 to the present day

5

There was a similar hostility to the Jewish 
immigrants who came to Britain as a consequence 
of anti Semitic legislation in Russia and pogroms 
in eastern Europe. Some were deceived by people 
smugglers into thinking that they had reached 
America – the father of the author Bernice Rubens 
spent two weeks in Splott and Cardiff Bay thinking 
he was in Manhattan. 

Between 1881 and 1914 some 150,000 
desperately poor Jewish immigrants settled in 
Britain and the British Brothers’ League formed 
in 1901 became a channel for hostility towards 
the new immigrants. Pressure from the League 
and the Immigrant Reform Association led to the 
passing of the 1905 Aliens Act which asserted that 
immigration would no longer be a right and that 
Parliament would then decide who had a right to be 
a British citizen. 

Hostility towards Jewish immigrants in Britain 
continued to be fostered by groups like the British Union of Fascists and led to street 
battles, including that fought out in Cable 
Street in 1936. This contributed to the 
British government’s reluctance to accept 
Jewish migrants escaping from Nazi 
persecution and, although some 60,000 
Jews did get into Britain between 1933 
and 1939, by 1940 the door had been 
slammed shut.8   

The first wave of immigration after the 
Second World War was a post-colonial 
one, lasting from the late 1940s until the 
early 1990s, which brought into Britain 
mainly non-European people from the 
Caribbean, Africa and South Asia. In 
1948, the British Parliament passed the 
Nationality Act which granted colonial subjects (and recently independent India and 
Pakistan) the same national status as native Britons. David Goodhart, a critic of 
UK immigration policy, describes this as ‘one of the most extraordinary pieces of 
legislation in recent British history.’9 David Olusoga, on the other hand, writes that 
the Act was ‘seen as the necessary continuation of a long tradition of open borders, 

“The Irish in Whitechapel” 
by Gustave Dore; Wikimedia 

Creative Commons 
http://bit.ly/2jAmfLw

Battle of Cable Street; ullstein bild / 
gettyimages

8 Robert Winder op cit, p297 and 299
9 David Goodhart, The British Dream, (published by Atlantic Books), 2014 p119
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which was deemed fitting for a nation at the centre of a vast (if rapidly collapsing) 
empire.’10  

The Act coincided with the arrival of the Empire Windrush bringing 492 Jamaicans 
to the UK This was in part a response to the British economy’s desperate need 
for cheap labour11 but nevertheless they, and many of the colonial immigrants that 
followed them, encountered discrimination both in jobs and in housing and in 1958 
were the targets of serious riots in Nottingham and in Notting Hill London. 

The arrival of 10,000 migrants from Hungary after an attempted rising against the 
Soviet empire in 1956 caused comparatively little concern but by 1962 the British 
government brought in legislation both to restrict Commonwealth immigration (the 
Commonwealth Immigration Act) and to reduce racial discrimination (the Race 
Relations Act). Both of these Acts were extended in subsequent years. 

The 1962 Immigrants Act stated that holders of Commonwealth passports no longer 
had the right to live and work in the UK. Instead they had to apply for a limited 
number of employment vouchers, which would mainly go to those who had job 
offers or those with professional skills. These were usually white Australians, New 
Zealanders or Canadians; least likely to receive vouchers were non-white migrants.

Jeremy Paxman on origins of Kenyan Asians http://www.bbc.co.uk/
learningzone/clips/how-did-the-british-empire-affect-migration/13356.html

Immigration became a key issue in 1968. Kenyan Asians intimidated by the Kenyan 
government began to move to Britain in substantial numbers but the government 

then introduced a restriction on their entry, 
initially laying down an annual quota of 
1,500.  Soon afterwards Enoch Powell, 
a member of the Conservative Shadow 
Cabinet, made a speech in which he 
claimed that ‘in this country in 15 or 20 
years time the black man will have the whip-
hand over the white man‘and asserting that 
the nation must be ‘mad, literally mad…like 
the Roman, I seem to see ‘the River Tiber 
foaming with much blood.’   

Although Powell was dismissed from the 
Shadow Cabinet because of his speech, 
London dockers marched in support of him 
and an opinion poll suggested that 69% 

of the public supported his opinions.12  Three years later another Immigration Act, 
initiated by a Conservative government, ensured that while white members of the 

National Front march in Yorkshire in 
1974; Wikimedia Creative Commons 

http://bit.ly/2joWgJf 

10 David Olusoga, Black and British – A Forgotten History, (published by Macmillan), 2016  p495
11 Dominic Sandbrook,  Never Had it So Good, p 313-4
12 David Goodhart, op cit, p143 
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Commonwealth – Australia, Canada and New Zealand – retained the right to come 
to Britain, the remainder did not. The Conservative government’s 1971 Immigration 
Act replaced vouchers with work permits for specific time periods, so staying in 
the country became only temporary. ‘Patrials’ (people with British-born parents 
or grand-parents) were still allowed in, so the Act tended to discriminate against 
people of colour.13 During the 1970s many migrants found themselves the target of 
hostility, with an anti-immigrant party called the National Front attracting increased 
support in local elections. In 1981 a Conservative government brought in yet another 
Immigration Act introducing further restrictions and William Whitelaw, the Home 
Secretary declared that it was high time we ditched ‘the lingering notion that Britain 
is somehow a haven for all those whose countries we used to rule.’14 Ambalavaner 
Sivanandan at the Institute of Race Relations saw it rather differently -“We are here 
because you were there.”15  

In 1973 the United Kingdom had joined the European Economic Community. At first 
this did not have much impact on immigration but the Treaty of Maastricht signed 
in 1992 granted access to Britain to over 250 million Europeans.16 The wars that 
followed the break-up of Yugoslavia led to an increase in the number of asylum-
seekers and in 2003 the then Labour government decided to open the British job 
market to the EU’s new East European members seven years before it was required 
to do so. The result was that approximately 1.5 million East Europeans came 
between 2004 and 2008 which David Goodhart describes as ‘the largest short-term 
movement in peacetime European history.’17 

The 2011 census revealed that the UK population had grown by 3.7 million since the 
previous census of 2001, the sharpest rise since records were first kept in 1801.18 
In the increasingly fraught debate on continued EU membership, immigration was a 
key issue and a majority in the UK – 52.5% in Wales – voted to withdraw in the 2016 
referendum on EU membership.

Reasons for immigration timeline

POLITICAL/RELIGIOUS
1572 St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Huguenot exodus from France to Britain
1656 Earlier expulsion of Jews revoked by Cromwell
1685 Revocation of Edict of Nantes leading to further Huguenot exodus
1708 General Naturalisation Act permitting Protestant refugees from Europe 
1745 Expulsion of Ashkenazi Jews from Prague, many of whom come to Britain
1772 Mansfield judgement outlawing slavery in Britain

13 Robert Winder, op cit, p380
14 Quoted by Robert Winder, op cit, p402
15  Quoted in Guardian obituary theguardian.com/world/2018/feb07/ambalavaner-sivanandan
16 Robert Winder, op cit, p427
17 David Goodhart, op cit, p212
18 Robert Winder op cit p501
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1882 Russian May laws and East European pogroms lead to substantial Jewish 
migration to Britain
1914 Belgian refugees accepted 
1947 Polish Resettlement Act enabling Polish refugees to remain in Britain

ECONOMIC
1800 onwards Employment of Lascars, Asian and Middle East seamen in the British 
merchant navy fleet, some of whom eventually settled in Britain.  

1840s Potato famine in Ireland leading to large scale immigration to England and 
Wales

1972 Britain joins the European Union thereby agreeing to free movement of people 
in Europe

2004 Ten new nations join the EU; Labour government’s ‘open door’ policy leads to 
300,000 East Europeans moving to the UK   

IMPERIAL 
1946 Partition of India leads to increase in Indian and Pakistani migration to Britain

1948 Nationality Act and arrival of ‘Empire Windrush’ from Jamaica 

1968 Expulsion of Kenyan Asians – admitted to the UK

1971 Expulsion of Ugandan Asians – admitted to the UK

The impact of immigration on Britain: What sort of impact have 
immigrants made on British society? 

Population graph, 1840-2080; Danny Dorling goo.gl/CAzVdb
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Although the arrival of the Huguenots caused 
some resentment amongst Irish weavers,19 it 
soon became clear that these French Protestants 
were of considerable benefit to Britain, helping 
to transform an agricultural economy into an 
industrial one. They revolutionised the silk 
industry, expanded clock and watch-making skills 
and transformed the production of paper. 

This in many ways established a pattern for 
the impact of future waves of immigrants – 
wariness, even hostility, followed by a reluctant 
acknowledgement of some gains to British society. 
Because they arrived desperately poor, the Irish 
were prepared to work at rock-bottom wage rates 
and, although this caused some antagonism, 
it also meant that the Irish workforce played a 
crucial role in constructing Britain’s canals and 
railways. Although they tended to be segregated 
for religious and cultural reasons, they had – at 

least in Wales – largely become assimilated by 1900.20 

That process took a lot longer with Jewish immigrants and it could be argued that 
it is still on-going. Those who came to Britain at the latter end of the nineteenth 
century were often forced to get work in cramped workshops in the east end of 
London, making clothes cheaper than was then thought possible. But out of these 
sweatshops grew Burton and Moss Bros and from Jewish pedlars evolved chain 
stores like Marks and Spencer and Tesco.  

Anti-Semitism in much of the professional and business world in Britain led British 
Jews to venture into less tradition-bound areas like sport and theatre and also to 
respond more quickly to the possibilities offered by newly emerging industries like 
the cinema. Some, like Ted Lewis and Jack Berg, literally fought their way out of the 
ghetto by becoming world boxing champions and Chaim Reeven Weintrop grew 
from ‘Fargo, the Boy Wizard’ as a teenager into Bud Flanagan, a popular singer and 
comedian. 

The list of distinguished Jewish artists, writers and performers is endless – Harold 
Pinter, Peter Sellers, Daniel Day-Lewis – and many British Jews became key figures 
in the arts and entertainment industry – Lew Grade, Sidney Bernstein, Lilian Baylis. 
Chaim Weizmann emigrated from Russia to Britain in 1904 and, after he became 
professor of chemistry at Manchester University, played an important role in the 
development of munitions during the First World War. This enabled him to become 

Navvies building the 
Manchester Ship Canal; 

M&N / Alamy 

19 James Walvin op cit p28
20 Gwyn A. Williams, When Was Wales?, (published by Black Raven Press, 1985),  p179
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an effective lobbyist for Zionism and then, ironically, led to him migrating again – to 
become the first President of the state of 
Israel.                                                             

Tamed and Shabby Tiger video http://
www.bbc.co.uk/education/clips/z2sxpv4

Lascars, Indian or Asian seamen, played 
an important role in the British merchant 
navy – 3000 of them were killed on ships 
carrying supplies to Britain during the First 
World War. But their use as cheap labour 
caused resentment in the National Union of 
Seamen, dominated by white seamen, and 
the government introduced a Coloured Alien 
Seamen Order in 1925. It forced Lascars to 
register with the police even though most 
were British citizens. On the outbreak of 
the Second World War, they went on strike. 
Although it did not achieve the equal pay they 
sought, the strike secured them a substantial 
improvement in their wages.21   
 
 

  

Revisiting Tiger Bay Feb. 27th 2021 https://www.llafur.org/online-llafur-
event-recordings/

West Indian immigration after the Second World War had a considerable impact on 
cultural life in Britain, mainly through music. The West Indian carnival at St Pancras 
Town Hall in 1959 became the annual Notting Hill Carnival, one of the routes by 
which Caribbean music styles – reggae, ska, ragga – became part of the UK music 
scene. Writers and directors like Andrea Levy and Steve McQueen, the children of 
West Indian parents, gave powerful articulation to the racism experienced by early 
migrants and entrepreneur Levi Roots has demonstrated that it is possible to shift 
long established British tastes. 

Far more important in changing British eating habits have been Italian immigrants, 
especially in Wales, and the Chinese and the Indians. Chung and John Koon 
created a market for Chinese food in the late 1950s and then Indians and Pakistanis 
restaurant owners followed up in the 1960s – from a few hundred in 1960 to twelve 
hundred in 1970 and ten thousand by the end of the century.22 Chicken tikka masala 

Levi Roots and his Reggae 
Sauce; Nick Cunard/REX/

Shutterstock

21 Martin Spafford, Dan Lyndon, Hakim Adi, Marika Sherwood, Migration, (published by Hodder Education, 2016),  p92 etc
22 Dominic Sandbrook, op cit, p322
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represents culinary multi-culturalism in action; it emerged as a response to British 
tastes and is unknown in South Asia.    

The influence of Asian music in the UK also became apparent in the 1980s – 
according to David Goodhart, ‘Asian youth culture and Punjabi-origin Bhangra 
music started in the 1990s to rival black culture for coolness.’23 Unlike Muslims – 
Sikhs and Hindus were not forbidden to drink alcohol and so it was easier for their 
music to percolate through to the wider society. India and Pakistan, like the West 
Indies, shared a love of cricket and their style of play gradually became apparent in 
British teams. Goodness Gracious Me demonstrated that it was possible to provoke 
laughter across racial divides and the success of Gurinder Chandha’s films such as 
Bend It Like Beckham depended on their awareness of cross-cultural tensions.  

Food was often the starting point for Asian entrepreneurship. Kudlip Khan began 
working as a door-to-door egg salesman and by 2006 had established a business 
– East End Foods –worth nearly £100 million. Rasiklal Thakrar built his successful 
Cito Citterio through picking up on changing tastes in clothes as did Shami Ahmed, 
the founder of Joe Bloggs.24

Despite the employment opportunities these entrepreneurs have created and the 
crucial role immigrants have played in the NHS, most commentators acknowledge 
that immigration was a key issue in the referendum on UK’s continued membership 
of the European Union. On 23 June 2016 the electorate voted against; in Wales the 
percentage was 52.5%, virtually indistinguishable from that in England. 
   

Reasons for emigration: What have been the main reasons for emigration 
from Britain over time? 

As with immigration, the motivations for emigration have varied over time, in earlier 
periods of British history a wish to escape religious and/or political persecution 
predominated, whilst in later periods the wish for economic advancement has 
become more important. 

The Puritans had a strong sense of mission, believing themselves to be people 
chosen by God. Some historians assert that this self-belief influenced thinking in 
America for centuries after the first Puritan settlement there. American historian 
Colin Woodard argues that later it was to provide “the kernels of the twin political 
ideologies of America’s imperial age: American Exceptionalism and Manifest 
Destiny. The first held that Americans were God’s chosen people, the second that 
He wished America to rule the Continent from sea to sea.”25

1. Religious and/or political asylum
23 David Goodhart op cit p159
24 Robert Winder op cit p390 and 489 
25 Colin Woodard “American Nations” published by Penguin 2012 p63
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During the 1630s over 13,000 men, women 
and children emigrated from Britain to settle 
in Massachusetts. The principal motive of the 
adults was religious. John Winthorp, a Puritan 
member of the Suffolk gentry and a key figure 
in creating the colony, intended it to ‘rayse a 
bullwarke against the kingdom of Antichrist 
which the Jesuistes labour to reare up in all 
places of the worlde….who knows but that 
God hathe provided this place to be a refuge 
for manye whom he meanes to save out of the 
general destruction’.26    

What Winthorp saw as ‘a shining city 
upon a hill’ became a beacon that attracted many more Protestant emigrants, 
especially after the Restoration of Anglicanism under Charles II. But some were 
soon to discover that Puritan tolerance did not extend to those who they saw as 
‘enthusiasts’; John Miles, the founder of the first Baptist church in Wales, was forced 
to keep on the move in America until finally settling in Swanzey Massachusetts.

Quakers were a special target of the Restoration government and led to a wave of 
Quaker emigration to the colony of Pennsylvania, founded by Quaker William Penn 
and named after his father. The new migrants, some from north west Wales, made 
an especial effort to establish good relations with local Indians but that did not inhibit 
them from becoming slave owners.27

After the American victory in their War of Independence, the USA was perceived 
by many British dissenters, both religious and political, as ‘the Land of Liberty’. The 
period during and after the wars against revolutionary France and against Napoleon 
were times of political oppression and many emigrants, especially those from Wales 
who sought to create a Welsh homeland in America, saw the journey across the 
Atlantic as ‘the Journey of Our Hope’.28 Later in the century the Statue of Liberty in 
New York harbour came to symbolise the optimism of new emigrants.   

2. Work

The enclosure of what had been seen as common land in Britain led to many 
families losing their livelihood from the land. This was especially true of the 
Highlands of Scotland where in the 1790s landlords cleared common land in order 
to make way for sheep farming. This became know as the Highland Clearances and 
led to large scale emigration to the Americas and Australasia.  

 

Penn’s Treaty with local 
Indians; Wikimedia Creative 
Commons http://bit.ly/2jtiAl2

26 Quoted by David Reynolds “America – Empire of Liberty” published by Penguin 2010 p32
27  Chris Evans “Slave Wales” published by University of Wales Press 2010 p75
28 Quoted by Gwyn A. Williams, The Search for Beulah Land, (published by Croom Helm, 1980), p136
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This also seems to have been one of the 
motivations of Welsh emigrants during this 
period, including the enterprising ‘1818 Welsh’ 
who found a new home in Gallipolis Ohio. 
The process was intensified in Ireland by the 
repeated failure of the potato crop between 
1845 and 1852; many Irish peasants found 
themselves in a situation where, if they did not 
emigrate, they would literally starve to death.

The Treaty of Waitangi between Maoris and 
British colonialists in 1840 led to New Zealand 
also being seen as an alternative place of 
settlement for British emigrants. The ‘Gold Rush’ 
of the 1850s, which affected Victoria as well as 
California, led to Australia being seen as a land of opportunity and not merely as 
the dumping ground for transported criminals.29 After the creation of the Dominion 
of Canada, confirmed by the British Parliament in 1867, it positively sought British 
immigrants. When gold was discovered in the Yukon in the 1890s, those immigrants 
poured in.

The fact that the Industrial Revolution came early to Britain meant that British 
emigrants could bring to their new country many of the skills required when it 
industrialised. This was especially true of the USA after its Civil War when the rapid 
growth of railways meant that there was a huge demand for skilled steel makers and 
coal miners. Those workers also brought with them a strong trade union tradition 
and this sometimes led to violent confrontations.

“The Fiery Furnace video – narrated by 
Cerys Matthews - from The Dragon and the 

Eagle/Y Ddraig a’r Eryr ”

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, 
industrial south Wales could itself provide much 
of the work that the rural unemployed sought. 
Between 1901 and 1911, 129,000 people moved 
into the Glamorgan and Monmouthshire coalfields; 
Wales was unique among the nations of Europe 
in that more people moved into Wales than moved 
out.30 But, after the Wall Street Crash of 1929, 
there was an equally momentous exodus – by 
1951 a total of 190,722 people born in Wales were 
living in England, mainly in the south east.31

White Australia badge; 
Wikimedia Creative Commons;

http://bit.ly/2j4iyli

29 Lewis Lloyd, Australians from Wales, (published by Gwynedd Archives,1988), p193
30  John Davies, A History of Wales, (published by Penguin, 1994), p489

31  Ibid, p579

Australian Gold Rush painting 
by Edwin Stocqueler 
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3. Legacy of Empire 

‘We happen to be the best people in the world’, Cecil Rhodes had once proclaimed, 
‘with the highest ideals of decency and justice and liberty and peace, and the more 
of the world we inhabit, the better it is for humanity’.32 Such an outlook, shared by 
many during the Victorian era, meant that at one time it was possible for British 
emigrants to be confident of obtaining employment almost anywhere in the British 
Empire. It was made explicit in the White Australia Act of 1901 and during the 
Second World War Australian Prime Minister said ‘This country shall remain forever 
the home of the descendants of those people who came here in peace in order to 
establish in the South Seas an outpost of the British race.’33

In 1945 the government of Australia initiated an Assisted Passage Scheme enabling 
British citizens to emigrate for only £10 and the New Zealand government brought in 
a similar scheme two years later. Motivated in part by post war austerity in Britain,34 
the Australian initiative attracted over a million migrants between 1945 and 1972, 
sometimes referred to as the “Ten Pound Poms.”

British imperial policy also led to substantial emigration moves within the Empire, 
like the transfer of Indian railway builders to Kenya or the importation of Chinese 
‘coolies’ into Singapore. Although the White Australia policy was changed soon after 
the Second World War ended, it was not until the ‘Wind of Change’ blew through 
the British government in the 1960s that the assumption of British entitlement to key 
jobs in the Empire and Commonwealth began to change.    

The fact that many of the former colonies chose to remain part of the 
Commonwealth after the British Empire came to an end indicates that some saw 
part of the legacy of British emigration in a positive light – not only shared sports 
like football, rugby and cricket but also political ideas like democracy and the rule 
of law. The Commonwealth Games - and the Commonwealth itself - are part of that 
inheritance. 

But in his book Empireland Sathnam Sanghera writes of ‘selective amnesia’ in 
relation to Britain’s imperial past. He goes on to quote historian Andrew Thompson 
– ‘For far too long {historians have} conveniently buried aspects of both Welsh and 
imperial history. Dominated by the ideologies of socialism and nationalism, post-war 
Welsh politics proved reluctant to integrate colonial activity into Welsh history…”35

4. Commercial and trade opportunities

32 Quoted by James/Jan Morris in Pax Brittanica – the Climax of an Empire, p124
33 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Australia_policy
34 David Kynaston “Austerity Britain” published by Bloomsbury Paperbacks 2008 p260
35 Quoted by Sathnam Sanghera in Empireland (London/Viking/2021) 199
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There is a considerable overlap with the previous section. Cecil Rhodes saw an ever 
expanding British Empire in part as a way of settling the nation’s surplus population 
but also in order ‘to provide new markets for the goods produced in the factories and 
mines.’36 Profit was the driving force 
behind the New Imperialism leading 
to the ‘scramble for Africa’ in the latter 
part of the nineteenth century. In Cape 
Colony, as in many other parts of the 
Empire, British exporters and importers 
had a virtual monopoly and those 
transplanted Britons in the colonies 
usually insisted on British goods.

A first stanza of a poem by Rudyard 
Kipling, brought up in British India, 
epitomises the prevailing attitude of the 
time –  
‘Take up the White Man’s Burden –  
Send forth the best ye breed – 
Go bind your sons in exile 
To serve your captives’ need; 
To wait in heavy harness 
On fluttered folk and wild – 
Your new-caught sullen peoples; 
Half devil and half child.’

The end of the second stanza spells out the role of those transplanted Britons – 
‘To seek another’s profit 
And work another’s gain.’  

Reasons for emigration timeline

POLITICAL/RELIGIOUS
1620 Pilgrim Fathers

1663 John Miles and Welsh Baptist community moved from Gower to Swanzey 
Massachusetts

36 Quoted by James/Jan Morris, op cit, p110

1902 Civilisation v Barbarism cartoon; 
Chronicle / Alamy
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1681 Quaker William Penn created Pennsylvania colony including Welsh Tract

1783 America’s victory in War of Independence leads to increase in emigration of 
religious dissenters to USA

1790 onwards Highland Clearances 

1818 Group from Mynydd Bach move to Gallipolis Ohio

1865 ‘Mimosa’ to Patagonia

ECONOMIC
1850s Australian and Californian Gold Rush

1871 Two million Britons emigrate, mostly to USA bringing skills acquired because 
of Britain’s early industrial revolution

IMPERIAL
1788 Emigration, later transportation, to New South Wales begins

1840 Treaty of Waitangi with Maoris leads to substantial emigration to New Zealand

1901 Australian Immigration Act inaugurates ‘White Australia’ policy

1938 U.S. census declares 2.5 million citizens to be of Welsh descent.

1962 72,000 left UK for Australia, Canada, New Zealand and Southern Africa   
 

The experiences of emigrants: What were the experiences of and 
responses to the various groups of emigrants?    

Early emigrants to America had a brutally tough time of it. Sir Walter Raleigh’s 
settlers on Roanoke Island in the 1580s disappeared without trace and Captain John 
Smith’s Jamestown settlement in 1607 nearly ended in disaster, with the colonists 
reduced to cannibalism. One of them was reported to have eaten his own wife and 
Smith commented ruefully ‘whether shee was better roasted, boyl’d or carbonado’d, 
I know not; but of such a dish as powdered wife I never heard of.’37       

The Puritans who came in the 1630s – 25,000 in just twelve years – maintained a 
rigid religious orthodoxy, targeting especially the Quakers who came a little later; 
some Quakers had their nostrils slit, their ears cut off or their faces branded with 
the letter ‘H’ for heretic.38 Quaker emigrants initially accepted slavery but a letter of 
objection from Welsh Quaker Cadwalader Morgan in 1696 seems to have begun a 
process by which American Quakers eventually became the driving force against the 
practice.39  

37 Quoted by David Smith op cit p26
38 Colin Woodard, American Nations,  (published by Penguin, 2012), p58
39 Jean R. Soderland , Quakers and Slavery, (Princeton University Press, 2016) 



  

The Voyages of Discovery and  
Conquest of the Americas, 1492-1522

Changes in Patterns of Migration 
c.1500 to the present day

17

Puritan emigrants were soon waging war with Native Americans, initially with the 
Pequot Indians and later the Wampanoags. A contemporary ‘History of the Plymouth 
Plantation’ describes one raid in which wigwams were set on fire and 400 killed. 
‘Those that escaped the fire were slaine with the sword…the victory seemed a 
sweete sacrifice, and they gave the prayers thereof to God, who had wrought so 
wonderfully for them, thus to inclose theire enemies in their hands, and give them 
so speedy a victory over so proud and insulting an enimie’.40 The Quakers made 
more of an attempt to live peaceably with Indians, compensating them for land that 
had been seized. They saw their settlement in Pennsylvania as a ‘holy experiment’ 
that would be an ‘example to all nations’ and prompt ‘all mankind to go hither’41 but 

although the Welsh had hopes of establishing 
a Gwladfa or Welsh homeland there they were 
disappointed.42

There was resistance to emigrants seizing 
land throughout the British Empire and the 
response – as in North America – ranged 
from brutal suppression, as in Tasmania and 
Kenya, to negotiated settlements, as in New 
Zealand. Although the Waitangi Treaty of 1840 
appeared to offer the Maori chiefs who signed 
it ‘unqualified exercise of their chieftainship 
over their lands, villages and all their 
treasures’,43 the reality was that sovereignty 
passed to Queen Victoria and the local 
representatives of the British colonial regime.   

The discovery of gold in Ballarat Australia 
meant that many British emigrants began to 

see the country as a land of opportunity rather than the destination of transported 
criminals. By 1867 there were enough Welshmen in the town to hold an eisteddfod.44 
There was a similar ‘gold rush’ to California and the Yukon and the coming of 
steamships made it a little easier for British emigrants to make substantial journeys 
yet still keep alive the hope that one day they would return to their native land.   

Competition for pitches for gold prospecting and later for jobs in newly settled areas 
were often vicious. Many Welsh emigrants arrived with the skills their new country 
needed – steel men, colliers, tinplate men – but that sometimes led to conflict with 
other immigrant groups coming from rural areas without the requisite skills. There 
was especial tension between Welsh and Irish emigrants and the Irish secret society 
the Molly Maguires sometimes targeted Welsh foremen and managers.45 This 

40 William Bradford quoted by Howard Zinn in A People’s History of the United 
States, (published by Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2005),  p15 
41 Quoted in Colin Woodard’s American Nations, (published by Penguin, 2009), p94
42 Emyr Humphreys,The Taliesin Tradition, (published by Black Raven Press, 1983), 
p71
43 Quote from the English version of the Treaty of Waitangi in Michael King’s History 
of New Zealand, (published by Penguin, 2003), p160

44 Bill Jones, Welsh Identities in Ballarat Australia during the late nineteenth century, 
Welsh History Review Vol. 20 No.2 (Dec. 2000),  p283
45 Kevin Kenny “Making Sense of the Molly Maguires” published by OUP 1998 p65 
and 240
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eventually led to the hanging of ten Irishmen in one day.

In areas where one ethnic group was concentrated – as the Welsh were in Stanton 
Pennsylvania46 – it was possible to hold on to one’s language, culture and identity. 
But some resented the ‘melting pot’ effect of the United States fearing that the 
language and culture that they had brought to their new country would be lost.

Between 1871 and 1910 nearly two million Britons emigrated – a figure far 
exceeding the number of immigrants in that period. Most of them went to the USA 
but a substantial number also went to the Dominions, self governing countries within 
the British Empire like Canada, New Zealand and Australia. From the 1890s to the 
1950s Australia effectively ran a ‘White Australia’ policy, especially favouring British 
emigrants.

The Depression of the 1920s and 1930s led to a huge outflow from Wales. Some 
thirty thousand Welsh men and women went to the USA but most of the Welsh 
emigrants went to south east England, creating fears of congestion amongst the 
local authorities there.47  The Welsh in England sometimes had to cope with the 
same kind of stereotypical resentment (‘stealing our jobs’) that British emigrants 
encountered in Australia (‘whingeing Poms’) and that many immigrants to Britain 
face now.    

The impact of emigration: What impact have emigrants made on their 
destination? 

The notion that the Puritan emigrants in America represented a ‘shining city upon 
a hill’ – a positive example to the rest of the world – affected American thinking 
for centuries afterwards. ‘The decree is gone forth, and it cannot be recalled’ 
wrote John Adams at the time of the American War of Independence, ‘that a more 
equal liberty than has prevailed in other parts of the earth must be established in 
America’.48 Many Americans saw the Independence War as a defence of the values 
of the nation that the emigrants had created.

But the creation and extension of that nation had an often catastrophic impact on 
Native Americans. Under President Jackson, elected in 1828, and his successor 
Martin van Buren, seventy thousand Indians east of the Mississippi were forced 
westwards and thousands died. When Chief Black Hawk was defeated and captured 
in 1832, he said in his surrender speech ‘The white men do not scalp the head; but 
they do worse – they poison the heart’.49 Emigrants in Tasmania had an equally 
disastrous impact on aborigines there. 

When Catholic Irish emigrants arrived in America they were not prepared to defer to 
the dominant Protestant ideology and played a key part in the development of the 
Democratic Party after the Civil War. ‘The Irish was born to rule’50 claimed George 
46 William Jones “Wales in America”  published by UWP p27
47 John Davies revised edition of “A History of Wales” published by Penguin 2007 p562-3
48 Quoted by David Reynolds, op cit, p65
49 Quoted by Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States, (published by Harper Perennial, 2005), p131
50 Quoted by Hugh Brogan in The Penguin History of the U.S.A., (published by Penguin, 2001),  p401
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Washington 
Plunkitt the creator 

of the Tammany 
Hall form of 
machine politics in 
New York. This 
provided support, 
especially to new 
immigrants, and in 
return expected 
them to vote for 
whoever had 
been selected as 
the Democratic 
candidate; at least 
one vote – ‘Vote 
early and vote 
often’ was said to 

have been the slogan.

Catholicism enabled the Irish to resist the process of assimilation to some degree 
and it was concern about that ‘melting pot’ process in America that had led to Welsh 
emigration to Patagonia.

Study of an historic site connected with migration – Patagonia

The initiative for a Welsh settlement in Patagonia came initially from Michael D. 
Jones. His experience of the American ‘melting pot’ as a Congregationalist minister 
in Cincinnati led him to ask  ̶̵  ‘Are not our language, our customs, our religion and 
our morals worth maintaining? And doesn’t our history, on this side of the Atlantic, as 
well as on the other side, prove that losing our language is to pretty much to lose the 
other three in pretty much every circumstance as well?’51 He sought a place where 
‘a strong and self reliant nation will grow in a Welsh homeland’.52     

A survey of a potential site for a Welsh Gwladfa in Patagonia produced the optimistic 
report that the land alongside the Chubut River was ‘suitable for growing light 
crops most excellently.53 ‘ When 163 Welsh people landed at Puerto Madryn (Porth 
Madrun) on July 28th 1865 they soon discovered that the notion that this was a 
fertile area was completely misleading and they struggled to survive. 26 people died 
in the first five years. 

51 Quoted by Jon Gower in Gwalia Patagonia,  (published by Gomer, 2015), p17 
52 Quoted by Emyr Humphreys in The Taliesin Tradition (published by Black Raven Press, 1983),  p165
53 Quoted by Jon Gower, op cit, p32
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Most of the emigrants had come from mining communities in south Wales or 
from Welsh communities in English cities and only two of them had experience of 
farming. 

By 1867 only ninety emigrants were left and it was a struggle to develop the 
irrigation canals the site needed. ‘What is needed’ wrote Michael D. Jones ‘is 

more emigrants with more capital 
and more labour to work the canal’.54 
They came, both from Wales and 
from Pennsylvania, and by 1874 the 
population had grown to 273. Waves 
of migration continued up to 1914 
by which time 3000 Welsh men and 
women had settled in the area. 

The settlement’s survival assumed 
considerable local significance 
because of the comparatively good 
relationship that the Welsh settlers 
had with the original inhabitants of the 
area, the Tehuelche. Two Welshmen 
were murdered by Indians from a 
different tribe in 188355 but according 

to the British Envoy to Argentina ‘the success of the Welshmen in establishing 
friendly commercial relations with the neighbouring Indian tribes, effected by the 
pursuance of a policy of humanity and honest dealing, has been resented by the 
Argentinians’.56 Nevertheless the Welsh settlement gave a regional advantage to the 
Argentinian government in that it enabled Argentina to withstand Chile’s claims to 
large tracts of Patagonia. 

After a time the Patagonian settlement also took on a national significance, viewed 
both positively and negatively. Nearly a hundred years after the arrival of the 
‘Mimosa’, Saunders Lewis the first President of Plaid Cymru wrote ‘Up to the present 
time our lack of national awareness, our deficiency of national pride, prevents us 
from comprehending the significance and heroism of the Patagonia venture’.57 Not 
long afterwards Bruce Chatwin, viewing it from a sceptical English perspective in 
his influential travel book In Patagonia, wrote ‘They were poor people in search 
of a New Wales…Their leaders had combed the earth in search of open country 
uncontaminated by Englishmen. They chose Patagonia for its absolute remoteness 
and foul climate; they did not want to get rich’.58   

Chatwin goes on to suggest that the settlement was losing its Welshness but in fact 
the centennial commemoration of 1965 and the 150th anniversary in 2015 seems to 
54 Quoted by Jon Gower, op cit, p53
55 Referred to by Bruce Chatwin in In Patagonia, ( published by Vintage, 1977),  
p45 in 2006 edition 
56 Hon. Edmund Monson letter to Earl Granville in 1884 quoted by Jon Gower, op 
cit, p94
57 Quoted by John Davies, op cit, p 403

58 Bruce Chatwin, op cit, p26

Patagonian emigrants; Archives and 
Special Collections, Bangor University 
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have revived a determination not to become totally absorbed into the wider society. 
Jon Gower writing in 2015 describes ‘the persistence of chapel-going in Patagonia, 
and of singing hymns in Welsh’ as ‘a minor miracle’.59   

The Welsh in Patagonia had faced the same dilemma that migrants everywhere 
face. If they conform to the culture of their host country, they risk becoming totally 
assimilated. If they hold on to what makes them distinctive, they can encounter 
hostility and the possibility of discriminatory legislation. Even as late as 1976-83 the 
Argentinian government brought in measures forbidding the Welsh from giving their 
children distinctive Welsh names.

But those rules were brought in by a military dictatorship. Many democratic 
governments are aware that immigrants need to be treated with respect, that they 
can do far more than take on the jobs that few in the host society will accept. Indeed 
some recognize that immigrants and their descendants can bring in new ideas and 
fresh ways of thinking, often revitalising traditional societies.

MIGRATION CONCLUSION

In early 1979 Margaret Thatcher, then the Leader of the Opposition, suggested that 
‘some people have felt swamped by immigrants. They’ve seen the whole character 
of their neighbourhoods change’.60 A more sophisticated version of this argument is 
presented in David Goodhart’s book The British Dream – Successes and Failures of 
Post-War Immigration. In it he asserts that what he calls ‘conventional liberals…too 
often assume a society without any pre-existing attachments or sense of community. 
But immigration, at least on a significant scale, is hard for both incomer and receiver, 
especially in those cases where 
multi-generational poverty and the 
structures of traditional societies 
are being imported’. He stresses 
the stability and continuity of settled 
working class communities and 
argues that when ‘people objected to 
that continuity being disrupted by the 
churn of mass immigration they were 
often ruled beyond the pale’.61 

Later he stresses that he is not 
arguing for a closed door and that it is 
the scale of recent immigration that is 

59 Jon Gower, op cit, p142
60 Quoted by David Olusoga, Black and British – A Forgotten History, (published by Macmillan, 2016),  p515
61 David Goodhart, The British Dream, (Atlantic Books, paperback edition, 2014), p xi

Mo Farah; Michael Steele / gettyimages
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his concern - ‘a net immigration of around 4 million foreign-born citizens from 1997 
to 2012 has produced easily the most dramatic demographic change in British and 
English history.62 ‘He also cites support from ‘leading development economist Paul 
Collier’ that ‘at least for the very poorest countries, the common-sense view that 
poor countries do suffer from losing their brightest and best is right’.63  

A very hostile review of The British Dream soon appeared in the London Review 
of Books. Written by Jonathan Portes, the principal research fellow of the National 
Institute of Economic and Social Research. He calls the book ‘an exercise in 
scapegoating’. ‘In order to make his case’ Portes argues, ‘Goodhart needs to 
place the blame for economic and social problems on immigration and immigration 
policy, where it is unlikely to be the main or even a significant cause’.64 He later 
asserts that ‘There is little or no evidence that immigration has made more than a 
marginal contribution to reducing educational or labour market opportunities for less 
advantaged Britons’.65   

The outcome of the 2016 referendum on membership of the European Union seems 
to suggest that a majority of British voters thought differently. Nevertheless many 
hold on to the image of the 2012 London Olympics as a symbol of the positive side 
of immigration. ‘Through sports, music, cinema, fashion and (only latterly) television, 
black Britons have become the standard-bearers of a new cultural and national 
identity, the globalized and hybrid version of Britishness that was so successfully 
and confidently expressed in 2012’.66  

It is a perspective that some in Wales cling on to as well. ‘It is now possible’, 
write Glenn Jordon and Chris Weedon in A Tolerant Nation ‘to make nuanced and 
insightful histories of minorities in Wales widely accessible in the interests of a more 
inclusive conception of nation in which difference is not just tolerated but understood 
as enriching all aspects of social and cultural life’.67  

In 2018 the government acknowledged that there had been failings in the treatment 
of immigrants to the U.K., especially Afro-Caribbean immigrants of the Windrush 
generation. The then Home Secretary Sajid Javid was quoted as saying ‘We do 
need to make sure that the immigration system behaves more humanely in a 
fair sense.’ His successor as Home Secretary, like him descended from recent 
immigrants, argued that ‘Our society is enriched by legal immigration…But the 
British public also recognise that for too long parts of the immigration system have 
been open to abuse.’68

The British Red Cross responded by saying that ‘the proposals effectively create 
a two-tiered system, whereby someone’s case and the support they receive is 
judged on how they entered the country and not on their need for protection. This in 
inhumane.’69 

62 David Good hart, op cit, p320
63 David Goodhart, op cit, p xvi 
64 Jonathan Portes , London Review of Books, Vol. 35 No. 12 June 20th 2013
65 Ibid, Vol.35, No 13 July 4th 2013
66 David Olusoga Black and British – A Forgotten History, (published by 
Macmillan, 2016), p525
 

67 Glenn Jordan and Chris Weedon, Changing the Archive, in A Tolerant Nation? edited by Charlotte   
    Williams, Neil Evans and Paul O’Leary, (published by the University of Wales Press,      
    2015),  p201 
68  www.gov.uk.government/speeches/home-secretarys-statement-on-the-new-plan-for-      
    immigration
69  Itv.com.news/2021-03-24/no-apologies-as-priti-patel-announces-biggest-overhaul-of-asylum- 
    seekers-in-decades


