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The British Diaspora*

Local Population Studies Society
Autumn Conference 2021

Mike Kipling and Eilidh Garrett

The Local Population Studies Society Autumn Conference 2021 took place on 9 October,
virtually using Zoom. The conference was entitled ‘The British Diaspora’ and delegates
enjoyed four papers that took very different approaches to the study of  the diasporas both
from and within the British Isles. Together they offered a spectrum of  ways in which we
can learn about migrants and their movements and motivations in the past.

The first paper: ‘Of  cabbages and kings: the interplay of  local and imperial values in
global news dissemination, 1840–1860’ was presented by Melodee Beals (Loughborough
University). By 1840, newspapers existed in most parts of  the Anglophone world: the
United States, British North America, Australasia, India, the West Indies and South Africa.
This was a world well connected by mail steamers and the beginnings of  the telegraph.
There was a common view of  what constituted a good newspaper and a considerable
cross-pollination of  content. Melodee’s aim was to investigate the extent to which this
shared reading implied or contributed to a common belief  system, although with the strong
caveat that newspapers were but one of  many influencing factors. The initial study had
been to look at two geographically disparate countries, Scotland and New Zealand, and
compare content in a selection of  popular newspapers. Digital versions of  the newspapers
were obtained, from the British Library and Papers Past (for New Zealand). Using
WCopyfind, an open-source plagiarism detection programme, she was able to identify
common ‘discourse bubbles’, finding over 200 for 1842 alone. These she had then placed in
various categories, of  which the largest was ‘human interest’, into which 18 per cent fell.
‘Crime’ and ‘society news’ (especially about Queen Victoria and the court) followed, both
with 13 per cent. Looking more closely, some themes were evident, including bias towards
reflecting British fair play, for example in British judicial leniency versus arbitrary foreign
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executions. However, the positive bias incorporated imperial subjects and other
Anglophones, where their ingenious or honourable behaviour was also positively cited
from Edinburgh to Auckland. Participants addressed a number of  questions concerning
the proportion of  Scottish immigrants in New Zealand at the time, the possible influence
of  London-based news agencies and how the news was disseminated in New Zealand
communities once it had arrived (for example was it read aloud by one recipient to others?).

The next paper was by Andrew Green (University of  Hertfordshire). Entitled ‘Leavers
… and the left behind’, it described the methodology and results of  a 2014–2015 project
on twentieth-century migration form the south-east of  England to Western Australia, from
the perspectives both of  the migrants and of  the relatives left behind in the United
Kingdom (UK). The project, called ‘Full Circle’, was carried out in conjunction with the
University of  Western Australia and was designed to give undergraduates an experience of
oral history in practice. Students in both Australia and the UK were trained in interview
techniques, including listening skills and open questioning. Flyers were then circulated in
Perth asking for volunteers to share their experience, private elder care providers being an
enthusiastic conduit. Recruitment proved to be easy and, in total, around 120 interviews
were held, including some carried out by three UK students who travelled to Perth. Many
participants brought along treasured possessions including photographs of  their life in the
UK and letters from home from the time before cheap telecommunications. All interviews
were recorded and later transcribed as, whilst recordings allow nuances of  emotion or cred-
ibility, transcriptions can be accessed by time-poor researchers much more quickly. Among
the questions which the transcripts can answer are: what were the reasons for immigration?,
who was the driving partner of  immigrant couples?, did they suffer from homesickness?,
has their lifestyle improved?, what links do they maintain to the UK?, and even who do they
now support for cricket or rugby?. Interviewees were also asked to nominate relatives in the
UK who might be willing to be interviewed. Unexpectedly, it proved harder to persuade
many of  the relatives to participate, and only around 60 were interviewed. Volunteers to
complete the transcription of  the UK interviews were still needed. Andrew speculated that
UK relatives’ reluctance might reflect negative feelings deriving from having been ‘aban-
doned’ by their relative(s). Paul Howse, from the Guild of  One-Name Studies, commented
that ‘ex-pats’ were generally more enthusiastic to take part in genealogical DNA studies
than British residents, possibly because the former felt more need to maintain links with
their origins.

The final paper of  the morning session was ‘ “You take the high road and I’ll take the
low road”: cross-border migration in Great Britain 1851–1901’ by Eilidh Garrett
(University of  Edinburgh) and Kevin Schürer (formerly of  the University of  Leicester and
now of  the Cambridge Group for the History of  Population and Social Structure). The
source material for this research was the I-CeM data which holds data from British censuses
from 1851 to 1911 (and soon to include 1921). The database was interrogated at each census
for those living in one of  England, Scotland or Wales who had been born in one of  the other
two, or in Ireland or outside the UK. Garrett and Schürer illustrated their presentation with
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a copious quantity of  charts, explaining each clearly. A simple analysis showed that between
1861 and 1901 a consistent 98–99 per cent of  English-born remained in England whereas
only 88–93 per cent of  Scottish-born and 83–85 per cent of  Welsh-born remained in their
native countries. Turning to English migration, the commonest destination was to the
Scottish and, particularly, the Welsh border counties, the proportions diminishing the
further from the border one gets. Garrett and Schürer had also calculated that whilst in
1851, 97 per cent of  married English men had an English wife, only 83 per cent of  Welsh
men had compatriot wives. Similar results were seen for women, and all proportions had
reduced by 1911. Other statistics derived included sex ratios (a bias towards male migrants
from Scotland to England but towards females from Wales), the mean age of  migrants
(there was a noticeable aging of  the Irish migrant population between 1861 and 1901) and
occupation (a material decline in Irish females in the Scottish textile industry between 1861
and 1901). Having demonstrated the extraordinary tractability of  the data�and their own
skills as interrogators�the authors concluded by saying that much more information was still
to be extracted. Among the comments made were the possibility that few Scots moved to
Wales or vice versa because of  the incompatibility of  the two countries’ poor law and settle-
ment policies and that an absence of  males in 1901 might be due to service in the second
Anglo-Boer war.

There was, sadly, only one paper in the afternoon session as Katherine Eriksson, who
had been scheduled to give the final paper entitled ‘A helping hand in good and bad times?
UK immigrant networks in the US during the age of  mass migration’, unfortunately had to
withdraw at very short notice. The final speaker of  the day was therefore Paul Howes
(Guild of  One-Name Studies) who gave a very entertaining and informative talk based on
his researches into the Howes family (and its various alternative spellings, such as Howse),
offering ‘A surname-based lens into the British diaspora’. Drawing on the records of  over
10,000 individuals in his Howes one-name database, Paul told us tales of  riot, murder and
serial bigamy while illustrating the various reasons that members of  the family appear to
have left, first East Anglia, and then Great Britain to spread around the world. As well as
push factors�including transportation to the colonies for crimes�and pull factors, such as
employment opportunities, the Howse clan were propelled to migrate by duty to God,
country or calling, or for love. Some appear just to have succumbed to wanderlust. Through
the records Paul was able to illustrate the stories of  those travelling to the United States,
Canada, South Africa and New Zealand, but also to more exotic locations such as St.
Helena. We were guided through the difficulties of  pursuing a one-name study and shown
the many interesting facts that may be gleaned. Howes reminded us that we were only
seeing part of  the story, as the records which were created�and the fraction of  those that
were created which survive�differ from one country to the next, and migrants were not
always visible in the documents that do exist. Spelling changes, either deliberate or uninten-
tional, in someone’s name, or indeed a complete change of  name, can also bring a
researcher to a dead end. The rules on access to historic documents can be an additional
challenge, as some countries restrict access to such records in order to maintain the confi-
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dentiality of  the individuals detailed. The wealth of  information that Howes was able to call
on was a terrific demonstration of  how personal histories can ‘flesh out’ and inform the
drier statistics which are sometimes all that population historians have to work with. The
Howes surname offered many interesting perspectives on the British diaspora and much
food for thought. As a final twist to the tale, it turned out that Kevin Schürer, the previous
speaker, had a grandmother whose maiden surname was Howse and he was able to present
Paul with several certificates relating to her life. 
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