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Foreword

Über dem Nirgendssein spannt sich das Überall –

Ach, der geworfene, ach, der gewagte Ball!

Füllt er die Hände nicht anders mit Wiederkehr?

Rein um sein Heimgewicht ist er mehr.

Rainer Maria Rilke



In my work on Scottish history over the last quarter of a century I have been concerned to fill in some of the black holes which blot the subject’s visage. If Scotland had always had a healthy historiography, my task would have been redundant, for then the nation’s past could have benefited from continual reassessment according to the advance of scholarship and the needs of each generation. This has unhappily not been the case so that, at least till the recent revival, much of the existing corpus of Scottish history remained inadequate, while many major aspects of it had never been written up at all. Even the revival does not quite solve the problem, since it has taken place largely in groves of academe pervaded by British agendas with their own priorities, regardless of what might be needed in Scotland to make the historiography more whole.

In the first instance I devoted myself to political history, and so set out against the tide of Whig or Anglo-British historiography, which claimed that Scotland had no political history worth the name, as of Marxist or vulgar Marxist historiography, which claimed that such history would anyway be worthless unless it vindicated the experience of the working class, as of Nationalist historiography, which claimed that such history could only be of value if it supported the case for Scottish independence. I shall write more political history but meanwhile, prompted by my earlier enthusiasm for Henry Dundas, I have turned aside to this imperial history.

It is meant as a contribution in equal measure to the history of Scotland and the history of the British Empire. It incorporates previous primary research of my own, filled out with reading as wide as I could manage in all other primary printed and secondary sources with some bearing on Scottish imperial experience. After several years of research round the globe, however, I became uncannily aware of standing on the shore of an ocean. There are untold masses of manuscripts in exotic archives which will serve on particular points to modify, sometimes no doubt to invalidate, what I have written here. But I thought it as well in opening up a new field of Scottish history, at least on anything like this scale, to be bold. In order to reduce to governable order the mass of material I had gathered myself, I resorted to a rigid structure, finally of four broadly chronological sections with ten chapters each (except for two cases of double chapters, as it were, on themes of special importance, namely, imperial economics and imperial politics in the nineteenth century). This obliged me to leave out some interesting episodes, such as Reginald Wingate’s regime in the Sudan and George Scott’s salvation of the Shan States. I regretted it, but nobody can do everything. The discipline of selection served to concentrate my mind on what was peculiarly Scottish about the nation’s experience of Empire.

In my conclusions I assert that the Empire was never a monolith, in the way it tended to be depicted in the semi-official accounts conceived during the era of high imperialism. On the contrary, it existed in many forms which looked different according to the origin, status and activity of the individual or collective spectators. In this light I trust that my title, The Scottish Empire, will turn out not to seem so provocative as it might do at first sight. As for Scotland proper, I remark near the end of that last chapter how the nation’s historical, political and economic circumstances have always made its sense of itself strangely intangible, compelling Scots to search elsewhere for promises of fulfilment. The compulsion was at once greater and lesser than the imperial one as such, though Empire provided the mould into which it had in the event to fit.

What I have written in this respect is a kind of external history of Scotland to match the internal history which by the work of many hands is now getting into better shape. I hope as a result to influence the future general course of our historiography, in showing that the external history is as crucial as the internal history to answer the questions which in these stirring times constantly confront us, of what Scotland is and what Scotland means. Hugh MacDiarmid’s “Scotland small? Our multiform, our infinite Scotland small?” says something about that, though not as much on the metaphysics of the matter as the verses by Rainer Maria Rilke which in the end I have preferred for my epigraph: he is the finer poet, his Austrian nationality may offer affinity enough and he lived out his life, much more so than MacDiarmid, amid dissolution. He can scarcely be translated but he puts into incomparable poetic language the last sentence of my book, which may possess a special resonance for all those Scots who out in the world have been made to feel they belong to a nonexistent nation. Above the sphere of being nowhere, writes Rilke, extends a sphere of being everywhere. See, if we throw – if we dare to throw – a ball up into it. Does the ball not fill our hands in a different way with its return? Purely by the weight of its homecoming, it is more.

I have the great pleasure of recording my debt to three benefactions which made my work possible. The first came from Brown University, Providence, Rhode Island, USA, where I held a fellowship in 1993–4 at the John Carter Brown Library. For the documentation of early colonialism, above all in the Americas, it is unrivalled. I offer my deep gratitude to the director, Norman Fiering, for his unfailing generosity, for his astounding tolerance of my foibles and for his continued interest in my project. A second benefaction came from the Huntington Library, Santa Monica, California, USA, where I held a fellowship in 1995–6. The director, Roy Ritchie, a migrant son of Scotland, was no less encouraging, and in idyllic surroundings assured me of the peace and quiet I needed to complete a crucial stage of my writing. At a different point I was fortunate enough to receive a third benefaction, a writer’s bursary from the Scottish Arts Council, with the support of its former literature director, Walter Cairns. As a freelance with no regular income of any kind I have always first to make sure I eat, and the bursary relieved me of such cares for as long as was necessary to finish a further large part of the book. Numerous people have aided me with information or other support for my labours, which had to be performed in the interstices of an ever busier life. Without the help of those friends and the gratuitous kindness of so many passing acquaintances in so many distant places, the book could not have been finished. I thank them all.

Michael Fry
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	Thomas Brisbane Governor of New South Wales. James Mill publishes History of India advocating westernisation. Secession presbyteries constituted in Upper and Lower Canada.
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	9th Earl of Dalhousie Governor-General of Canada.
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	North West Company unites with Hudson’s Bay Company, under George Simpson as Governor of the entire Canadian West. Guthrie & Co founded in Singapore.
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	1824
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Introduction

The first son of Scotland whose name has come down to us, Calgacus the Swordsman, is already given, by the Roman historian who immortalised him, a sense of living at the extremity, on the precarious edge of things. ‘Sed nulla jam ultra gens, nihil nisi fluctus et saxa,’ Tacitus has him say, ‘There is nobody beyond us, nothing but the rocks and the surging sea.’1 And so, he goes on in an oration to his assembled warriors, they can only stand and fight, throw back the army under Julius Agricola sent by Rome to conquer them, to make a desert of their homeland and call it peace. This scene took place, if at all, in or about 80 AD, perhaps on the slopes of Bennachie. That great, conical hill, still topped by a rough-hewn ancient fortress, today overlooks the howes of Aberdeenshire, verdant monuments to the triumph of toil over a bleak earth and clime. Then it stood sentinel on the track through the Caledonian forest up which Agricola was resolved to push and meet his fleet riding in the Moray Firth. Thus he would demonstrate to the barbarians, with their wild, red hair and their crudely tattooed bodies, that they were encircled, helpless and must submit. Instead they did make a stand, but proved no match for the discipline of the legions. Beaten and slaughtered in their thousands, enough of them yet escaped into the mountains and lived to fight another day. The Romans, thinking their task done, retreated to a kinder country. As we know, they had not subdued Scotland. The patterns of her history were set early.

Calgacus would have been head of a tribal confederacy, chosen no doubt for brutal and implacable prowess in war. Whether eloquence was in truth also required of a Celtic chieftain we cannot tell. But the speech put in his mouth by Tacitus may not have erred in evoking that sense of where he stood in relation to the known world. The peoples then living in the north of Britain were not so savage that they refused to enter into peaceful exchange, to trade, with others. One traffic led down through the comparatively sheltered waters of the Irish Sea, to Cornwall with its tin, along the Bay of Biscay with its access to the fruits of Gaul, to Spain with its iron and oil, to the Mediterranean with its plenitude of luxuries. Nor were the wider and more perilous tracts of the North Sea impassable. The Celts of Europe formed in many respects a common culture. A few, perhaps even Calgacus, would have been aware of its limits, and that beyond them stretched an apparently boundless ocean.

Of course the ocean was not boundless. A crossing may have been pioneered by Irish monks who set themselves adrift in penance, or by Nordic navigators driven far off course in storms. But what had once happened by chance could be repeated by skill and courage. Skill and courage were not wanting, for these peoples of Europe’s north-western littoral had come by the end of the first Christian millennium into ample contact with one another through advances in seamanship. They did so in war, yet later in peace as well, trading and settling together. Maritime dominions fitfully formed, where Norseman and Gael at first fought each other, then fought alongside each other against rival bands, in time saw their children intermarry and bring forth a mixed race, long-limbed and fair-skinned. The world of the new generations was not girt by narrow glen and firth, but open to strangers and strangeness.

Only by such mingling of peoples, at any rate, could Herjulf the Viking have numbered among his crew a Christian from the Hebrides. They got lost in bad weather on a voyage sometime just before the year 1000 round Greenland. With the returning calm, they found themselves in unfamiliar waters amid icy, barren islands. Because they were fearful in the chill and silence, the Hebridean composed a prayer, a Song of the Tidal Wave, to solace them. They dared not land, but when with relief they reached their destination, they told Leif Eriksson of what they had seen, of regions further to the west than even the boldest Norseman had yet ventured. Leif, among the boldest of the bold, sought and explored them. Others followed. One, Thorfin Karlsefni, had on board two Scots, a man and a woman. The saga even gives their names, Hake and Hekja. These he set ashore, ordering them to scout southwards and see what sort of country it was, then meet him three days later down the coast. This was doubtless an unnerving errand, but they fulfilled it, bringing back the most useful of their discoveries, self-sown wheat and grapes. Thorfin thereupon called the region Vinland. From this evidence, later interpreters have argued, they must have been somewhere about Cape Cod or Long Island Sound. It is a charming little tale, but may not be true, since it comes as an interpolation in the text and this is not the only saga thus corrupted. Yet a single word gives it the ring of authenticity. For some reason, mention is made of Hake’s and Hekja’s clothing, a kjafal, a sleeveless tunic with a hood. The term, not otherwise attested in Old Norse, probably represents the Gaelic cabhail, the body of a shirt, or gioball, a garment. How could the detail have been recorded at all if it was not genuine? Should this confirm the story, Scotland can fairly count Hake and Hekja with the first Europeans to have set foot in the New World.2

That may not be taking too much liberty with history, for the Kingdom of the Scots had already been created, had indeed made itself by then perhaps the most successful of the monarchies in the British Isles. But only the supreme trial, 300 years later, of the Wars of Independence would render Scottish nationhood ineffaceable. The heroic struggle also produced, indisputably authentic this time, an expression of how the Scots saw themselves in the world, the Declaration of Arbroath (1320). Held traditionally to have been composed by Bernard de Linton, it was a dignified appeal to the Pope, thus far by no means on the Scots’ side. It asked him to admonish the King of England ‘ut nos Scotos in exili degentes Scotia, ultra quam habitatio non est, nihilque nisi nostrum cupientes, in pace dimittat.’3 This is no picture of a restless, ambitious race, though three decades of fighting for survival had doubtless forced them to narrow their horizons. They wish to live quietly in their faraway country, seeking nothing but their own, above all to be left in peace by the English. Yet there is also here a verbal echo of Calgacus, that sense of being on the furthest edge of civilisation, with nobody beyond. And the sense has persisted: we shall find still more distant echoes of it even in the twentieth century.

Once the Scots had secured their place among the nations, they became again an outward-looking people. The experience of trial – often repeated, if in less dire form – perhaps also let them see in looking out how thin the crust of civilisation is, how easily it can be broken and dissolved in violence and chaos. They were anyway aware that nature’s niggardly gifts to their homeland must drive many of them forth of it to earn a livelihood overseas. A small, poor country could never think of domination, but at best persuade larger and richer ones to treat it on equal terms. So they sought to make themselves usefol, to thrive through adventure and enterprise, and to approach other societies not with a desire of conquering, ruling and changing, but of understanding them. These were, however, lessons of history. First, they had to be learned.


Part One

A Commercial Empire


CHAPTER ONE

‘The special friendship’: Ireland

The hill of Faughart stands at the point, three miles north of Dundalk, where the route from Ulster starts to descend to the coastal plain. Soon after midday on October 14, 1318, Edward Bruce, King of Ireland, stood and surveyed its slopes in satisfaction, covered as they were with the corpses of his foes. He had just won a victory, not so glorious as his brother Robert’s at Bannockburn four years before, but pregnant with a promise that it could lead to the expulsion from this country of its English occupiers. A mauled army of them had taken flight down the road towards Dublin, leaving his 2000 Scots veterans and 1000 Irish allies in possession of the field. Emaciated from hard campaigning in a stormy year of bad harvests, and wracked now in their limbs, their hearts yet rose in confidence and pride at his valour. They had come marching over the brow of the hill that morning to find the enemy blocking their way. Hardly were they arrayed for battle than the feared English archers got to work and forced them from their positions, exposing them to attack from cavalry and infantry. Some of Edward’s captains urged him to withdraw and await reinforcement, the Irish indeed refusing to fight on unless he did. A fierce, stubborn man, he would have none of it. Instead he rallied his soldiers and himself killed three knights who came at him. His inspired army poured down on the English and drove them to the foot of the hill, where they broke and fled.

Now, as the Celts sat in comradeship wolfing down the meagre rations saved till after the fray, a strange ragamuffin wandered across the battlefield. Though he carried an iron flail, a fearsome weapon of ball and chain, they hooted in derision. He sought out Edward and offered to entertain him with juggling tricks. The captains railed at his impudence, but the King, in high good humour, laughed too and told him to go on. It soon became clear that he was a fool who knew no tricks. Suddenly, as they grew bored and turned away, he rushed at Edward and smashed the flail on his head. A dozen swords transfixed the fellow. Too late: the King of Ireland fell dead. The success of this absurd ruse by, it later transpired, a disguised English burgess of Dundalk at once spread horror and dismay through the Celtic camp, rapidly communicated to enemy scouts still lurking round it. They carried the tidings to their general, John de Bermingham, who somehow gathered his own exhausted troops to renew the assault. The stunned Celts just fell back, their victory all at once turned into defeat. After driving them off, Bermingham ordered Edward’s body to be found and gruesome insult to be visited on it. The cadaver was sliced open, the heart ripped out, a hand chopped off, the rest quartered. Heart, hand and one quarter were to be displayed in Dublin, other bits in the main Irish towns. The head was salted in a wooden pail, to be sent for the delectation of the homosexual King of England, Edward II. He made sure to show the sickening sight to the Scottish ambassador, before rewarding Bermingham with an earldom.1

It was necessary to dishonour Edward Bruce because he had posed such a danger. He had in the last three years established himself in mastery of Ulster, and his assumption of the Irish Crown showed ambitions not confined to that province. Using it for his base, he rampaged all over the island, as far away as Kilkenny, Tipperary and Limerick, striking at the sinews of the English occupation. With the military dash he and his brother shared, he proved victorious even when superior forces were marshalled against him. Gradually he bottled the English up in Dublin. If he could have captured their capital, as he was setting out to do on this march from the north, he would have destroyed them in Ireland, with who knew what consequences for their own country. He had gambled and lost, yet the reward would have been beyond price, to end England’s aggression on the sister isle, perhaps end it for ever through an alliance of Scotland and Ireland.2

It was the last occasion when eventual English hegemony over the three kingdoms, which with hindsight destiny seems so clearly to have decreed, might have been averted, to allow some more equitable balance among them. Whether this was an actual object of Scotland’s policy remains obscure. Geoffrey Barrow, biographer of King Robert I, believes rather that the policy was opportunistic, and that the relations of the two Celtic peoples should not be sentimentalised. Yet it is possible to read into the King’s own words a more deeply laid, indeed greater, purpose: of opening a second front against England, even of combining with the Welsh in a pan-Celtic grand alliance that could meet the Saxon on more equal terms. Robert I, to keep up the momentum after Bannockburn, circulated the Irish chiefs in 1315 with a letter addressed to ‘the inhabitants of all Ireland, his friends’. He reminded them that they had been ‘free since ancient times’. Now he wanted to set about ‘permanently strengthening and maintaining inviolate the special friendship between us and you, so that with God’s will our nation may be able to recover her ancient liberty’. And by ‘our nation’, the authorities agree, he meant Scots and Irish together. To him, son of Carrick and native Gael, this would have been natural. His wife, Elizabeth de Burgh, was an Ulsterwoman. He held lands on both coasts of the North Channel, separated by only 13 miles of sea. His family had long involved itself in politics on the other side. During his darkest days, seeking refuge in 1306 from the English invaders of Scotland, he had found it on Rathlin Island. The Gaeltachd anyway did form a linguistic and cultural continuum from the South of Ireland to the North of Scotland, and Carrick lay at its crossroads. To the King, this never excluded loyalty from those of a different tradition. He spoke Norman-French with his paladins, had doubtless got passable Latin from his education by the monks at Crossraguel, though it is unsure whether he knew English; but even if through an interpreter he won devotion from those who had it for a mother-tongue, the Scots burgesses and the peasants of Lothian. It was his genius as a leader that he could go among all sorts and conditions of men, and make them feel he was one of their own.3

The Irish indeed rejoiced when Robert I crossed to join his brother on campaign in 1316. The Annals of Connacht exulted that he had come ‘to expel the Gaill [the English] from Ireland’ – surely the language of national liberation. Though the Bruces’ efforts ended in failure, and in death for Edward, they were still the main cause of the decline in England’s domination of Ireland during the later middle ages, of what historians now call the Gaelic resurgence, restoration of native lordships, recapture of lost lands, revival of hallowed institutions. To the extent that the King tried to unite two peoples he saw as essentially the same, his exertions are perhaps to be distinguished from properly imperial ones. Yet presumably he expected sovereignty among the Celts to be vested in some form in his house, and so at least the power of his own kingdom would reach overseas. Such ambitions were not less imperial than those, often dignified by the term, of his arch-enemy, Edward I of England.4

In the middle as opposed to the dark ages, the Scots usually intervened among the Irish rather than the reverse, if only because the Scots were better organised. The English did employ men and money from Ireland in their attacks on Scotland. But encroachment in the other direction had started well before the Wars of Independence, with the mercenaries who aided Gaelic chieftains against the same English aggression. They were known as gall oglach, or gallowglasses, which might be translated as fit young foreigners. They would continue crossing the water so long as fighting was to be done there, and some stayed: this was the origin of the MacSweeneys of Donegal and Munster, for example. A peaceable migration began after the marriage in 1399 between John Mor MacDonnell of Islay, Lord of the Isles, and the heiress of the Glynns of Antrim. The dynastic link opened the way for settlement by clansmen from his bare, windswept shores on that fertile one where, for their characteristic appearance, they were called Redshanks. The common Northern Irish surname of MacDonnell (in Scotland more often MacDonald) stems from this movement. It would accelerate as the clan collapsed, finally at the grasping hands of the Campbells. But the Lordship of the Isles would remain in about equal measure Irish and Scottish till the middle of the sixteenth century.

By then tension among the three kingdoms was sharpening again, not least because of the strategic position of the two smaller ones in European politics. From 1533 the authorities in Dublin repeatedly warned their masters in London about the danger of a new Celtic alliance. In a notably vain gesture, the Irish Parliament passed in 1558 an Act forbidding Scottish settlement. This was in the reign of Bloody Mary, whose Spanish marriage dragged England into war with France. Scotland’s Auld Alliance with her enemy gave Anglo-Irish forces the pretext to try and dislodge by force the Redshanks, with raids on their cousins in Kintyre, Arran and the Cumbraes for good measure. Not that all was harmony on the Celtic side: Shane O’Neill, aiming to make himself master of Ulster, fought and beat the Scots in 1565 at Ballycastle, for which they revenged themselves by murdering him two years later. The English at last acknowledged that the settlers, now several thousand strong, could not be expelled. Elizabeth I made a grant in 1586 to Sorley Boy MacDonnell of the lands which de facto he already held. He covered his Irish flank too by marrying a daughter of the Earl of Tyrone. At the end of the century his people were as secure as the country’s circumstances allowed, one precondition of the great migration from Scotland which followed. Most MacDonnells were Catholics and Gaels, however. Their gradual assimilation was in train. In fact they would fight on the Irish side against protestant Scots and English alike during the wars of the 1640s.5

It is to the Union of the Crowns in 1603 that we must date the establishment of a Scottish colony in Ulster which, reformed in religion and English in speech, would define itself against indigenous culture and maintain this identity whatever befell, right to the present. James VI and I was conscious of being the first sovereign over the whole British Isles: he meant to make a reality of that. He declared all Scotsmen and Englishmen born after 1603 to be his natural subjects in both kingdoms, thus entitled to the same rights in either. He kept away from European entanglements which might have encouraged interest by foreign powers in the outlying parts of his dominions. Within them, he proceeded by peaceful means if he could, but by violence and retribution if he had to. The turbulent Scottish Borders were soon permanently subdued. Further away, he hit on the novel policy of intruding on the lawless Highlands and on the still more lawless Ireland – not to speak of primitive America – bodies of settlers from more civilised regions. He was eager to give the Scots their share of such enterprises at home and abroad. The Lowlanders, a plenteous people, proved most useful to him. Oddly, they showed more tenacity in Ireland than in Scotland herself. Plantations in Lewis, Lochaber and Kintyre either took no hold or were at length overrun by the natives. But in Ulster they struck root and flourished, to effect indeed a profound change in the whole course of Irish history.6

At once in 1603, James VI granted more land in Ulster to Scots, to Sir Ranald MacDonnell in Antrim and to Hugh Montgomery in Down. Then in 1610, after the Flight of the Earls and the forfeiture of their lands, anyway ravaged and depopulated by war, he distributed 81,000 acres to 59 Scots ‘adventurers’ over six of the province’s nine counties. Within a dozen years, more than 7000 of their countrymen, many with a family, took up tenancies under them, and further waves followed from time to time. Trade burgeoned across the North Channel in textiles and grain, while the ports on each side boomed and plump Scots merchants sat on the new corporations of Belfast and Derry. Most of the immigrants originated from the south-western region closest to Ireland, though with large contingents from the Borders and the valley of the Clyde, some from as far off as Stirlingshire. Many were younger sons of the gentry in Scotland, or people who had found no economic opportunities there. For these, and especially for their children, Ulster was really the only home they knew. But they kept alive their sense of being Scots, maintaining such close links with the homeland that the plantation was rather an extension of it than a separate colony. The Government in Edinburgh, wanting in 1624 to regulate commerce between the two, raised the matter not with the authorities in Dublin but with the leaders of the Scottish community on the other side.

Religion furnished the firmest link, for the migrants took Presbyterianism with them. During James VI’s reign, at least 65 Scottish ministers served in Ireland. The Church of Scotland was also by the King’s decree again episcopal, and he appointed 12 Scots to Irish bishoprics, seven in Ulster. Under this hybrid system presbytery never languished, however. With the Antrim Meeting of 1626, it formally constituted itself in Ireland. As in Scotland, the ministers were held to be adherents of the established Church. The compromise, no doubt uneasy but far from unworkable, was overthrown by the rashness of Charles I, with his insistence on English notions of royal prerogative in a confessional state. He matched his attacks on Scottish Presbyterianism by an assault on its Irish offshoot, starting with deposition of the ministers in 1632. As the appalled Scots of Scotland turned against him, they did not forget their kinsmen in Ulster, and circulated the National Covenant among them. The King and his Irish lieutenant, Thomas Wentworth, countered by suppressing all nonconformity with the Church of Ireland in 1637. Two years later they required the Scots of Ulster to swear the so-called Black Oath, in ‘abjuration of their abominable Covenant’. Most did swear, because refusal would have meant expulsion from Ireland. Foolish policies had made of these people, once bulwarks of the Crown’s authority, a threat to it, and they were treated as such.7

It was thus an already troubled Ireland, fallen from one of her brief spells of peace and prosperity, that full-scale war overtook in 1641. English historians have traditionally regarded this and its results as a sideshow to their own Civil War, though it is scarcely comprehensible in such a context. In Scotland and Ireland, it has been more sensibly and properly seen as the onset of the War of the Three Kingdoms, during which several centres of political and military power struggled to sustain and aggrandise themselves, over a theatre of complex conflict which at one time or another embraced almost the whole British Isles. Since 1603 the thought had awakened that they formed one realm. Was it in fact to be one realm, how was it to be ruled and who was to rule it? These were the questions at stake.

Scotland had already laid out her defiant claims with the triumph of the Covenanters’ revolution in 1638, which the English had prevented from spreading to Ulster. In August 1641 the King came to Edinburgh on a visit marking, among other things, his acceptance of this new order. It also allowed him to embark on reconstruction of a royalist party in Scotland, to help if needed in his contest with the English Parliament. Meanwhile, as a result of that contest, his rule in Ireland was crumbling. There during the autumn a rebellion of Catholics broke out, accompanied by terrifying atrocities. Ulster trembled, for restoration of the old faith could only mean destruction to the settlers. England was in no state to control the situation. Charles therefore turned to the Scots, who at length agreed to send over an army provided that the Parliament in London paid for it. Led by General Robert Monro, a veteran mercenary of Sweden’s wars, it landed in 1642 and campaigned all through the next year. It managed to dominate Ulster, without fully protecting the province against Irish guerrillas.

Meanwhile in England, the Civil War had begun. In the early battles, fortune attended the King’s arms. Scotland’s interest lay in keeping check on the monarchy, and it was to prevent a quick royalist victory that in 1643 she sent into England a second army. War on two fronts was meant to bolster her security. But, always dangerous, in this case it provoked a reaction from her own royalists. Under the Marquis of Montrose, they brought in Irish forces, unleashing here too a Civil War which continued till 1646. It also left the Scots army in Ireland out on a limb. Some troops were withdrawn to defend the homeland. The rest retired after defeat by the Catholics at Benburb in 1645, able to do nothing more. All that remained to the Scots of Ulster was to submit with as much grace as they could muster to an English parliamentary army, called in by royal authorities in the last extremity to defend the Pale from the native Irish, and now, having routed these at Dangan Hill, overrunning the whole island.8

The perils and reverses put Ulster’s Presbyterian colony on its mettle. Though it had developed slowly, it was now spread across all social classes and stood united against its enemies. In the process its links with Scotland, and with her Kirk in particular, were confirmed, even strengthened, forestalling any assimilation to other elements in the Irish population. A legacy of bloodshed and bitterness endured to sour relations with the Catholics. Nor had the English settled in Ireland chosen to treat their fellow-protestants on equal terms, while those intervening from the mainland had shown themselves perfidious. Scotland herself was not powerful enough to lend security against every threat. A sense of embattled isolation built itself into the character of the Scots of Ulster. They were and would remain an awkward element in Irish politics, but their ordeal had proved that their colony could not be wiped out.9

It was not left quite at ease even by the victory of radical Protestantism in these wars, and the imposition of Oliver Cromwell’s military dictatorship from London, with a parliamentary union of the three kingdoms for form’s sake. That reflected as yet no real British unity. Scots, while resolved to maintain their Presbyterian religion, also stayed in large part faithful to their ancient royal line. The signal feature of their constitutional doctrine was dualism, strict separation of Church and state, which the English with their unitary polity could neither stomach nor usually understand. Thus, in Scottish theory at least, presbytery and monarchy might coexist. The upheavals of the 1640s drove Scots to the conclusion that what they needed to make practical reality of the theory was a covenanted King, sworn to respect the Kirk’s own definition of its status. After the execution of Charles I – which horrified them – that was what they had, or thought they had, in his son, Charles II. When Scotland rose in the young King’s favour in 1651, the Scots of Ulster came under suspicion too. Cromwell contemplated deporting them all to Connaught, but found it unnecessary after the battles of Dunbar and Worcester. In fact Irish Presbyterianism flourished during the Commonwealth.10

But hopes raised amid rejoicing at the Restoration in 1660 of a covenanted King were soon dashed. In all three kingdoms, he revived episcopacy. The Irish Parliament’s subsequent Act of Uniformity (1662) again forced Presbyterian ministers from their parishes. This further defined the character of the Scots of Ulster. It is a peculiar trait of presbytery that, when established, no religion could be more regular and loyal; but, disestablished or dissenting, it may turn radical to the point of sedition. The Church of Scotland had struck such deep root, now so fully commanded the people’s allegiance, that its definition of its status was almost bound to be accepted by a Crown once forced to defer to the general will of the nation. This would happen with the settlement of 1690. But the Irish Presbyterians – even if their population, on modern estimates, approached 100,000 – could never have the strength to extract such a concession. They were doomed to a condition of dissent, and to the consequences. They already had the best they could hope for, simply that their presence in Ulster should be accepted by London.

The position could anyway hardly improve while royalist Governments in Edinburgh and Dublin alike harboured suspicions of a natural sympathy between the Ulstermen and the Covenanters. But the latter’s insurrection in the South-West of Scotland, remembered by the grimly appropriate name of the Killing Time, had little effect on the other side of the water, though thousands of refugees fled across it. This keeping of the peace by Irish Presbyterians merited some recognition. They possessed a friend in one trusted servant of the Government, Sir Arthur Forbes, later Earl of Granard, a Scot who had fought with Montrose before settling in County Longford. On his intercession, the regium donum, an official grant for clerical stipends, was instituted in 1672. In the next reign, James VII made Granard one of his Irish Ministers. By the Declaration of Indulgence (1687), Presbyterianism in Ireland, along with all other religious dissent in the British Isles, was fully tolerated. This did not win the King its support, for the Scots of Ulster discerned his ulterior motive, the advancement of Romanism. In the Glorious Revolution of 1688 they sided with William of Orange. And the new King on his white horse, riding across the River Boyne to victory over James VII, remains the great icon of their communal solidarity to this day.11

The potency of that icon marks the Revolution as a further major stage in the formation of the community. It was now large, important and well-organised. When its Church could call a general synod in 1697, the first since 1661, it comprised seven presbyteries. It swelled with another wave of immigration from Scotland, totalling perhaps 50,000 families by the 1720s. They came attracted by, among other things, the offer of lands which Catholics were forced to vacate under draconian new penal laws. Earlier, this movement might have worried the authorities in London. Now it did not. Links between Scotland and Ireland were in fact to be of little further concern to them, for the evolution of one British realm, defined above all by its Protestantism, was proceeding, in sentiment if not yet in legal form. However outraged the Scots of Ulster felt about their treatment after 1688 – and they justly thought they were treated with black ingratitude – they had little choice but to stand by the settlement then reached, as they still do. Nor before long would Presbyterian nationalism in Scotland be any threat to British unity, certainly not after the Union of 1707; the danger then came from Jacobites rather than Covenanters. The political common cause which earlier had united the Presbyterians of the two kingdoms lost its force. By the same token, they were reconciled to British authority and power.

In politics, then, the bond was loosed of simmering disaffection from a confessional state of episcopalian predilections. While religious travails in Scotland also ceased with the final establishment of Presbyterianism, little respite came for Ulster. This was because presbyterianism remained unestablished there. Yet its increase alarmed the Anglo-Irish elite, gathered in the Church of Ireland. Scottish episcopacy had been overthrown: why should Irish episcopacy not follow? The presence of a dangerously growing rival prompted a persecution of it which in retrospect seems utter folly, and seemed so to many then. The grateful William of Orange actually wanted to remove Presbyterian disabilities, but had not enough control of the Irish Parliament to push that through. The accession of Queen Anne in 1702 magnified high Anglican influence. In 1704 a Test Act was passed in Dublin which had the effect of excluding Presbyterians from public service. The regium donum came under attack, was indeed briefly suspended in 1714. A further Schism Act of that year threatened to suppress Presbyterian schools. Almost immediately the Queen died, however, and the Hanoverian succession put an end to this sectarian fury.

The wonder was that the Scots of Ulster maintained a cool estimation of their interests. The Jacobite rising of 1715 revealed as much. Irish Catholics never stirred, well aware what retribution might await them. Though Presbyterians were nominally barred from the militia raised as a precaution, they simply ignored the law and joined up in thousands. Even this did not suffice to win them relief from the Test Act, despite efforts in London on their behalf. But the regium donum had already been restored, and soon was augmented. A Toleration Act (1719) formally permitted dissenting worship.12

The religious bond between Scotland and Ulster, if rendered apolitical, remained all the same strong. Presbyterians had brought with them to Ireland a sense of being a Church of the people. They also still saw themselves as an extension of the Scots Kirk, which enjoyed the privileges and liberties of establishment. They never lost the aspiration that at least a little of the same might one day be enjoyed in Ulster too. It was therefore important to keep up the standards of an establishment. Also imported from Scotland was the ideal of a learned, that is to say, graduate ministry. Barred from Trinity College, Dublin, many of the clergy were trained at the universities of Glasgow or Edinburgh. Of ordinands in the synod of Ulster between 1730 and 1760, more than one-third had a Scottish degree. Developments in the Kirk thus quickly crossed the water. Just as in Scotland, Presbyterianism was now pulled between its pristine evangelical fervour and a new impulse towards culture and politeness, so that ministers might hold their own amid advances in secular thought. During the century, this Moderatism, as it was dubbed, came to prevail on both sides of the North Channel. But along the way the Irish Church proved if anything more fissile than its parent. Even some Moderates were driven into schism, which never happened in Scotland. The so-called New Lights appeared in the synod of Ulster in 1719, latitudinarians influenced by the emergence of more liberal attitudes in the Scottish universities. They disgusted their orthodox brethren who, through efforts to exact from them rigorous adherence to the Westminster Confession, forced them out in 1726. But the tide was about to turn against the strict Calvinists. When the General Assembly of the Kirk deposed the Rev Ebenezer Erskine in 1733 for attacking the Scots law of ecclesiastical patronage, he left to form what became the Original Secession Church. Some Irish congregations felt in their turn that it was time to take a stand against compromise with secularism. They followed him, and there were enough of them to form a presbytery by 1750. Other sects descended from the Covenanters managed to maintain themselves in Ulster.

Altogether, the province’s intellectual climate was remarkably similar to the mother country’s. The link found embodiment in Francis Hutcheson, the Ulsterman who became professor of moral philosophy at the university of Glasgow in 1729–46, taught Adam Smith and helped father the Scottish Enlightenment. But every bright schoolboy in Antrim and Down would have been brought up in the Presbyterian love of controversy, resting on the conviction that all believers should possess personal knowledge of Scripture, and be educated so that they could. Ulster had no legal provision for a national system of education open to the whole people, as in Scotland. The province was, however, dedicated enough to the ideal of the democratic intellect to erect a passable imitation by voluntary effort. Even small towns usually boasted a school. After the Scottish example, instruction began to cover subjects unconnected with religion: mathematics, surveying, bookkeeping, navigation. Ulster too fitted itself to send trained, energetic, practical men out into the world. Yet this was never to the detriment of the intellect. Academies like those of Scotland opened in Strabane in 1785, then in Belfast. The Belfast Academical Institution, though it would turn into a secondary school, was founded on the model of the Scottish universities in 1814.13

By any standards the Presbyterian community of farmers and tradesmen, a certain number of lairds and a growing number of rich merchants, ought to have been regarded as good citizens. They formed besides, there being so few Catholics left among them, a population more homogeneous than in other Irish regions, which assured the reliability of this one. In retrospect it seems incredibly short-sighted that the loyal and God-fearing character of Ulster should have counted for nothing. But the Church of Ireland, increasingly a body concerned first with its own privileges, was determined to keep the Presbyterians on the margin of society. The great Irish landowners, too, doubtless saw the disabilities as a useful way to hold down a rising middle class. Of course, neither pillar of the Ascendancy succeeded in halting, only in delaying the rise: which was true also in respect of the vast Catholic underclass. In any event the Scots, though excluded from political power, never accepted their subordination. That brought two further developments important not only for them, but for the Empire.14

The first was a great emigration to America, not at all discouraged by the Irish authorities, of those embittered by the bigotry. This way out already counted as traditional. The earliest party had crossed, to escape the persecutions, as early as 1636. Others went in the 1680s, and more after 1715, once it became clear that the Presbyterians’ exertions against Jacobitism would not earn them equal rights. A third wave followed in the 1770s, at a time of widespread emigration, usually on economic grounds, from several parts of the British Isles, including Scotland. In the course of the century, tens of thousands of Ulstermen took this path. In America, they often settled on the frontier, especially the slopes of the Alleghenies. They went there partly because the seaboard had already been peopled, so that newcomers found it easiest to fill up the back-country where land and living were cheap. But they liked it there anyway, for civil authority had been to them a mere mask for oppression. On virgin territory they could work and worship as they pleased. They were too remote to play much part in the unfolding of the struggle for American independence. Yet they had little love for the British Government, and most witnesses attest to their commitment to the colonists’ cause. This conduct of the Scotch-Irish, as posterity has dubbed them (though they called themselves Scotch), stood in marked contrast to that of the Scots who had immigrated directly from Scotland. It can be traced to their dissenting Presbyterianism. On the other side of the Atlantic, it easily translated into solidarity with radical American ideas of freedom.15

Nor did those distant events leave unmoved the Scots staying behind in Ulster. A province so unfairly treated was susceptible to political liberalism. In the self-reliant, Presbyterian middle class, notably in the synod of Ulster, America won for her fight a sympathy again conspicuous by its absence in Scotland. With the blow struck in defeat to the moral authority of King and Parliament, the Irish seized the chance to assert their own rights. This was done first through the Volunteers, raised ostensibly to meet a threat of invasion as colonial rebellion turned into general European war. They even recruited Catholics, and soon voiced nationalist demands: to these, Scots such as Adam Smith and Henry Dundas urged concession. Some barriers to free trade between Ireland and Great Britain came down in 1780, when the hated Test Act was also repealed. Yet gestures were not enough. The Dungannon Convention (1782) demanded for the Irish Parliament the legislative independence lost three centuries before, and its resolutions were adopted by the Volunteers. There was no choice but for the Government in London to give in, unless it wanted Ireland to explode. Under the leadership of Henry Grattan, her Parliament snatched back its freedom from limp British hands. The coup could hardly have succeeded, however, without support well beyond the narrow circles of the Anglo-Irish. In particular it brought the Presbyterians of Ulster, who willingly or not had tended to stand apart from the rest, into a strong sense of common interest with their compatriots.16

That crisis was resolved to Ireland’s satisfaction, but matters did not stop there. The appetite for liberty now whetted grew mightily amid the convulsions unleashed on Europe by the French Revolution. In Scotland they met a minimal popular response and were easily controlled. But Irish Presbyterians, perforce dissenters from the established order in Church and state, seemed to have passed the stage of staid loyalty. They took part in and provided some leadership for the movement of United Irishmen, set up in Belfast in 1791 to demand popular rights. Even so, this national consensus proved deceptive. War with France in 1793 split the Irish again by reminding Ulstermen of their overwhelming interest in the British connection. A patriotic reaction prompted the formation of the Orange Order in 1795. To the Catholics, however, the conflict offered a chance to throw off the English yoke, which they tried to seize with the rising of 1798, aided by a French expedition. It was soon suppressed, amid massacres of the rebels. But it also gave the Government in London the excuse needed to try a new and decisive solution to the Irish problem. Dundas, inculcated from his youth in enlightened Edinburgh with the ideal of religious toleration, had been urging a Union of Great Britain and Ireland accompanied by emancipation of the Catholics. He wanted Grattan in the Cabinet, to do for Irish interests what he had himself done for Scottish interests, assuring them a place and giving them a voice at the centre of affairs of a truly United Kingdom. His Prime Minister, William Pitt the younger, was well-disposed and needed little persuasion. The scheme foundered, however, on King George Ill’s refusal to yield anything to popery. The Act of Union itself went through in 1801. But Pitt and Dundas, unable to carry Catholic relief subsequently, then resigned. Their vision of the Union thus remained imperfectly realised, the greatest single reason why it never worked.17

With the Irish Union, we must bring to an end the account of Ulster as a Scottish colony. Legally, Ireland and Scotland were now parts of a single country. For the Scots of Ulster, it allowed integration in a British political community, something they had never really managed in an Irish political community. This was why, no doubt, they had always looked in adversity first to their link with Scotland, as probably the sole one on which they could rely, even if it had seldom been able to do much for them. From now on, especially with an industrial revolution enriching the province, they came to a conviction that their loyalty lay to Britain as a whole, though their closest emotional and cultural ties remained Scottish. The influences of Scotland on Ireland had thus far been greater than the reverse. For the future, as we shall see, the influences were to flow strongly the other way.

The imperial relationship of Scotland and Ireland will appear in the present work as an eccentric case. Still, their interaction raised basic questions about the Empire. If the Scottish colony in Ulster could be seen at the start as an extension of the mother country, it was soon set apart by exposure to a different, usually hostile environment. Scots on both sides worked to maintain the bonds of blood, faith and culture, and proximity ought to have made that easy. Still, it did not manage to keep them as one people. We have marked the stages – Civil War, Restoration, Revolution – by which Ulster’s distinct consciousness emerged. The process was slow, hardly noted among contemporaries, and forced no sudden wrench. It might not have been wished for on either side, but when in 1801 the Scots of Scotland and of Ulster were brought together constitutionally as one people, they had become two. This painless yet involuntary separation would mould Scotland’s view of the Empire, and of herself.


CHAPTER TWO

‘The key of the universe’: Darien

The 300 Scots tried to make a brave show as they marched out of their battered Fort St Andrew. They advanced holding their saltires aloft, beating their drums, bearing their arms, to mark this as an honourable surrender. Women and servants followed, laden with the colonists’ mouldering possessions. Last came the sick, walking or stretchered, pale and shivering, almost as many as the healthy gone before. And the living were outnumbered by the dead buried in great pits nearby. More Scots would die even before they put to sea on the four little ships down in their narrow haven, girt by swampy jungles and on the further side by steep mountains forming the spine that joins the two Americas. Watching the straggle was Don Juan de Pimienta, Governor of Cartagena and general of the force dispatched hither to assert Spanish sovereignty. For a month, since the beginning of March 1700, he and his men had had their share of hardship too, investing the Scots’ settlement from camps in the forest, pinning and wearing them down with his watchful snipers. Thrice he sent them an offer to treat. Yet they were too stubborn to yield except on their own terms, that they should be able to take away with them their guns, ships and stores. The close-fisted response from ragged starvelings astonished Pimienta but, though a punctilious, he was not a pitiless soldier. At the final parley he agreed. In drenching rain, at noon on the last day of the month, articles of capitulation drawn up in Latin were signed by him and counter-signed by two councillors of the colony, James Gibson and William Veitch. So, on April 1, this limping procession trailed to the shore. The Scots were given two weeks to load their vessels and leave. Then they hoisted sail, passed out of the bay and steered a course northwards, into the 5000 miles of ocean between the isthmus of Panama and their home. One ship leaked so badly that it had at once to return and surrender afresh. The rest reached Jamaica, where the destitute voyagers sought for a few weeks to recuperate. Setting off again, the smallest of the vessels was wrecked on the coast of Cuba, while the remaining two sank during a hurricane in the roads of Charleston. With autumn coming on, some survivors just gave up and stayed where they were. Others pressed on by what means they could find. To Scotland a mere remnant came back of the 3000 who had carried her bright hopes to Darien.

This was the last, greatest but most disastrous of the colonial undertakings by the Scots while still an independent nation. Indeed it marked one of the decisive steps towards their loss of independence. The death of so many courageous and enterprising citizens was grievous enough, but the £200,000 they took with them to their doom, perhaps one-quarter of the country’s liquid capital, represented an economic disaster. It fostered a belief that the only salvation for Scotland lay in Union with England, which followed seven years later.

The only good things to say about the disaster were that it arose out of new ambitions awakened by deep changes breaking the medieval mould of the Scottish economy, most obviously in trade, and that in the long run these ambitions would not be frustrated, though indeed they had to be fulfilled in an entirely different framework. Darien in itself gave proof how Scots were turning about from their traditional traffic with European markets to the East to face westwards into the wide Atlantic Ocean and its infinitely greater opportunities. This was not their first attempt. Some had got halfway across by 1400, when their fishery off Iceland started. Commerce in the whale-oil of Greenland also began early, possibly with the fabled visit there by Henry Sinclair, Earl of Orkney, about the same time. A Dundonian merchant’s papers show him trading with Newfoundland in 1600 and even before. While at the outset a clear picture eludes us because of the meagre surviving documentation, it is barely credible that the scraps of evidence tell the whole story of the Scots’ first oceanic ventures.

Fresh prospects opened through the Union of the Crowns under James VI and growing exchanges with England, till then cut off by enmity. Scots (or strictly, the post-nati born after 1603) were soon allowed to live, work, own property, buy and sell it in all his dominions, on both sides of the border and overseas. We have evidence of an Aberdonian trader in Virginia in 1634, and of Scottish vessels visiting the River Delaware between 1638 and 1645. The earliest known cargo of tobacco from an English colony entered the Firth of Clyde in 1640, only to be seized as prize by Scots who had taken up arms against Charles I. At that stage the West Indies offered better opportunities which they also pursued, on French as well as English islands.1

Along with this James VI had patronised colonial undertakings. To him they were an instrument of uniting his British realms and a reward to be reaped from his pacific foreign policy. They had an economic purpose too, inside a mercantilist system of regulated foreign trade tied to monopolies at home, all under the control of the Crown. The king followed his initiative for plantation in Ireland by a series in America. To the English the New World had for some time been an object of interest, if with scant reward thus far, now, in 1607, they established a settlement at Jamestown in Virginia which proved permanent and may be taken as the true beginning of English imperialism. It is usually, but wrongly, assumed that the Scots showed no such interest, and could have shown none because of the medieval nature of their economy. For the mercantilism the state proposed to erect on it, it did offer only an immature and in the end impossible matrix. Yet in their thinking Scots were not so backward.

The first economic text they ever produced had as its subject international trade. It came from the pen of William Welwood, professor of civil law at the university of St Andrews. He published in 1613 a defence of James VI’s doctrine of mare clausum, that the British sovereign should control the narrow seas, against the mare liberum, or freedom of shipping expounded by the Dutch scholar-statesman, Hugo Grotius. Welwood thus made an original contribution, the sole one that Grotius judged worthy of answer by himself, to the emerging theory of mercantilism. As an ensemble it would hold that gains from trade flowed only one way and could never be mutual, so that every nation must try to build a surplus in its balance of payments at the expense of the rest. For Scotland, which exchanged exports of raw materials for imports of finished goods, this was supposed to mean turning to manufactures, checking imports and accumulating raw materials to be processed domestically by companies established for the purpose. In 1623, Parliament set up a committee to work out a policy on these lines. It would be elaborated in fits and starts till the end of the century. Colonies could also form part of it, to exploit resources unavailable to others and widen the markets for goods produced at home. They had in any event to be tied into the domestic structure of monopoly. It was stressed specially that no great economic gain, and a positive political loss, could flow from letting strangers convey goods between a colony and
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