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Preface

In 1999 I published The Scottish Nation 1700–2000, an attempt to survey and understand the domestic history of Scotland over the last three centuries and more. Then Scotland’s Empire 1600–1815 appeared in 2003 and it described, explained and considered the effect, both on Scotland and abroad, of the nation’s central role in the development of the British Empire to the early nineteenth century. This volume continues that narrative down to the present day. Its focus, however, over the last 250 years is global as well as imperial, incorporating the post-1783 USA and other non-British territories in the overall account. My contention here is that Scots were never limited to the formal empire as migrants and adventurers. They were a global people whose diasporic roots were established in medieval and early modern Europe and then spread across the world. On the face of it, therefore, this may now appear as the third volume of a trilogy, as my attempt to understand in its totality, through analysis of both home and overseas experience, the modern history of one country. If so, it was never planned thus, but evolved almost by accident.

The present study impinges significantly on areas and periods which I have considered before: the domestic history of Scotland from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries and the nation’s role in the imperial project in its earlier phase, c.1750 to 1815. Many studies of the Scots abroad examine the reasons for emigration from the homeland or the impact of them on the new lands. I have tried to combine both approaches in order to project a sense of interaction and the dynamic relationship between homeland and host-land. Scottish ideas and institutions have traditionally been regarded as important in the fashioning of new countries overseas, especially in the Empire. Much less attention has been given to how expanding settlements overseas were crucial to Scotland’s own national history.

Purists may cavil at the word ‘diaspora’ in the subtitle. For some social scientists and historians the term must always relate to the experience of the Jewish people, a process involving the coercion, uprooting and forced removal of an ethnic group outside the boundaries of its established homeland. In that narrow definition there is danger in its use by an historian of Scottish emigration. To some, it may legitimize the popular myth that Scotland’s great modern exodus was in large part due to the dispossession associated with the Highland Clearances. This is by no means my intention. It seems to me, however, that one rendering of ‘diaspora’ in the literature does suit the purposes of the narrative of this volume well. I seek here a return to the original etymological origins of the word, from the Greek ‘to sow’ or ‘to scatter’, a process of human dispersal which can be voluntary and opportunistic rather than necessarily governed by implacable expulsive forces. The primary objective, of course, is to examine the diaspora of people. But a secondary purpose is to consider the global ‘scattering’ and impact of Scottish religious and secular ideas, borne to several overseas countries by the emigrants and leaving a deep mark there, as well as commodities and funding exported from Scotland itself. Scottish overseas investment and capital goods production were often basic to the economic transformation of the new lands in the Victorian era and without which mass migration and settlement there would have been much diminished. These factors are therefore seen as an integral part of the history of diaspora as a whole. Viewed from this perspective, the Scots, in the same way as the Jews, the Irish, Chinese, Palestinians and others, can be rightly considered a diasporic people.

A striking feature is the remarkable longevity of the Scottish emigrations. From the thirteenth century to the present, Scots have been leaving their homeland in significant numbers. Throughout the last seven centuries movement to England has been a constant feature (and, though not considered here, I intend to return to the subject of Scottish migration to England in a future book), and until the few decades before 1700, Scandinavia, the Low Countries and Central Europe attracted large numbers. Even before the Union of 1707, however, the axis was shifting further afield, across the Atlantic and to India, Asia, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. By Victoria’s reign Scots traders, missionaries, doctors, educators and engineers could also be found in China, Japan, Argentina and other Latin American states: truly a global people.

There is also the linked issue of scale and volume. When European emigration can be measured comparatively from the nineteenth century, Scotland had a higher rate of outward movement on a per capita basis of its population than virtually any other country of the time. Because of this, the history of the Scottish diaspora might not simply be of interest to Scots at home and abroad, but to all those seeking to understand international mobility, one of the great issues of this new century. Key aspects of human experience run through this book: transition, assimilation, identity, the relationship between host country and home country, nostalgia, emigrant cultures, adjustments to the new lands, the impact of Europeans on the lives of native peoples, the invention of traditions and mythologies and much else. The book can therefore be read from one perspective as a detailed case-study of how a single ethnicity, deeply involved in the historic process of the spread of European peoples across the globe, experienced one of the fundamental transformations in modern history.

Nonetheless, I am more than conscious of the weaknesses and gaps in the current text. The subject of Scottish diaspora studies is still in its intellectual infancy despite the immense contributions which some researchers have made over the last few years. There are so many questions to which the answers, rigorously based on representative evidence, are still impossible and will remain so until more systematic archival and comparative research is completed. As a result, this study is an interim statement, a tentative road map into often mysterious territory, much of which remains obscure, but at the same time potentially fascinating to researchers of the future.

Against this background I have tried to incorporate some principles in my approach. Many studies of emigration examine the origins of movement or the experience of settlers in the new lands. As mentioned already, this book seeks to integrate both approaches: the focus on homeland and host-land. I also believe that it is vital, whenever possible, to situate the Scottish experience in a comparative and international context in order to at least reduce some of the dangers of parochialism, introspection and exceptionalism. In addition, there seems to me to be a pressing need for Scottish historians to relate their specific discussions to the wider historiographical issues which currently attract the interest of international scholarship – to avoid so doing is to threaten the ghettoization of a subject which deserves to be part of such a wider discourse. Equally, the emigration saga of the Scots contains much which can enlighten historians of empire, settlement, identity, globalization, European expansion, relations with native peoples and many other topics. In my view another clear principle, obvious because it should be at the heart of all history writing, is to react as honestly as one can to the complexities and ambiguities of the evidence of the past when coming to interpretation and judgement. It will soon become apparent to readers of this book that the subject matter in it is sometimes contested and controversial territory. Scots emigrants often had a marked influence on the development of the countries where they settled. Conventionally this has been seen as being overwhelmingly for the good. But that was not always the case. The harsh realities of any migrant nation’s past, particularly in relation to other peoples, need to be aired and debated. A mature democracy should require nothing else.

The book has another purpose. Much recent work on empire and globalization after c.1850 has rightly stressed the importance of the ‘Anglophone World’ and the ‘British World’ in explanations of nineteenth-century trade, migration and investment. Undeniably, there is much analytical and empirical merit in such an approach, as that period was indeed the great epoch of Britishness and of its worldwide global reach and impact. Yet the danger is that the different ethnicities within the United Kingdom may be subsumed, concealed and even forgotten within a British melange with only occasional illustrative references to their role as partial compensation. By focusing on the Scots, this volume, while maintaining the broader context, has the wider aspiration of trying to demonstrate that the individual nations of Britain still do merit specific consideration in their own right as part of the broader British dynamic. This is true in terms of the nature of their emigration, migrant identities and global impact because of the distinctive nature of their own economic, social and intellectual structures.

In writing this book I have had essential support from a number of sources. Catherine, our children and their own families – indeed all the rapidly expanding Devine kindred – were, as usual, the bedrock. Margaret Begbie has once again converted my hieroglyphics into impeccable typescript with her customary efficiency. My two assistants, Alex Hendrickson and David Ritchie, could not have been more helpful. Professor Angela McCarthy gave expert advice on New Zealand bibliography. Octavia Lamb skilfully researched the illustrations for the book, with ideas also coming from Douglas Hamilton and Eric Graham. Charlotte Ridings was a scrupulous copyeditor. Nicky Stonehill provided essential marketing and publicity support.

My agent, Andrew Lownie, was a sure guide. Simon Winder, editor par excellence, saved me from several gaffes and false trails. The wonderfully stimulating environment of the newly established Scottish Centre for Diaspora Studies, handsomely and generously endowed by the McFarlane family, in the University of Edinburgh, has provided me with ideas, questions and intellectual doubts in equal measure. I am grateful to all its members and numerous affiliated researchers in other institutions without whom writing this book would have been impossible.

Tom Devine
University of Edinburgh, October 2010
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Imperial Scots 1750–1815

1

In 1815 Britain ruled over a global population in America, the Caribbean, Asia and the Antipodes of around 41.4 million people.1 Contemporaries, such as Sir George Macartney in 1773, revelled in the scale of this vast empire ‘on which the sun never sets and whose bounds nature has not yet ascertained’.2 Patrick Colquhoun’s Treatise on the Wealth, Power and Resources of the British Empire of 1814 had the revealing subtitle ‘in every Quarter of the Globe’. But even these figures underestimated the real extent of British imperial influence. In addition to territories under formal rule there were other areas of ‘informal’ empire where Britain could, and did, impose its will. At the same time as British dominion was being carved out of the Mughal empire in India, commercial influence was spreading along the Malay coast and as far east as the Chinese port of Canton. Great Indian states such as Awadh (Oudh) and Hyderabad, which were still nominally independent, were nevertheless effectively brought within the sphere of hegemony through Britain’s military and naval muscle. Again, in the Caribbean, Dutch or Danish sugar islands became dominated by British planters and capital. It was a similar story in parts of South America, where Britain also had substantial political impact.

Above all, perhaps, this unprecedented expansion of empire was most significant because it unambiguously confirmed the final victory of Britain over France, the great national rival in the epic struggle for global dominance. Seven times between 1689 and 1815 the two nations had fought each other in wars which extended well beyond Europe to North America, the West Indies and Asia. The final outcome always remained uncertain. France’s population was substantially larger than Britain’s and its martial power formidable. Britain was victorious in the Seven Years War (1756–63) and then annexed much French imperial territory in the Americas and the Caribbean. But the successful revolt of the American colonies after 1776, in alliance with France, came as a humiliating defeat for the British. Only success in the endlessly protracted and uncertain Napoleonic Wars and the signal triumphs at Trafalgar and Waterloo finally settled a global contest which had raged for over a century. By 1815 Britain had become Europe’s most powerful imperial state. That provided the vital foundation for yet further territorial expansion in India, south-east Asia and Africa in the nineteenth century. By 1914 the remarkable edifice which was the British Empire approached the zenith of its territorial power. On the eve of the Great War, its extent had expanded to some 11 million square miles, containing 400 million subjects.3

Scottish legal and formal involvement in this extraordinary enterprise ultimately rested on the Treaty of Union of 1707. It ensured inclusion within the English system of tariff protection, free trade to the colonies and the support of the Royal Navy for the Scottish marine. Moreover, in an imperial context, in the final analysis, it was mainly English military and naval power that triumphed against the French by the early nineteenth century and set the scene for the massive territorial acquisition which in time was of great material benefit to the Scots.

There can be little doubt in retrospect that in 1707 Scotland had entered a parliamentary union with one of the most aggressive and expansionist nation states in Europe. By the later seventeenth century, England had already built the financial, political and military foundations for unprecedented territorial expansion overseas. This ‘fiscal-military state’ had revolutionary implications.4 Like most European governments of the time, the English state spent most of its resources either in waging war or in preparation for future conflict. It has been reckoned that over most of the eighteenth century, between 75 per cent and 80 per cent of annual government expenditure went on current military needs or to service debt accruing from previous wars. For Britain, far and away the biggest outlay was on the navy, the ‘senior service’, vital for the home defence of an island people and for the prosecution of a ‘blue water’ policy around the globe, safeguarding trade routes and establishing secure overseas bases for the protection of colonies. Sir Walter Raleigh’s dictum still rang true: ‘Whosoever commands the sea, commands the trade; whosoever commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself.’5 The problem was, however, that navies were fearsomely expensive. Wooden ships rotted fast, maintenance costs were enormous and the huge dockyards and shipyards required for repair and construction inevitably were a major drain on the public purse. Abundant finance rather than military force per se was therefore reckoned to be the crucial sinew of war.

The English state had been pursuing a policy of aggressively extending its economic and military resources since c.1650 and the process was virtually complete by the time of the Anglo-Scottish Union in 1707. It amounted to a financial revolution which made available to both the army and navy vast sums for the prosecution of war. The key components included a huge extension of the National Debt, sharp increases in taxation, a government bank (the Bank of England) and the flotation of long-term loans on the London capital market which also attracted funds from the Continent. No other state in Europe (apart perhaps from the Netherlands, which did not link its mercantile prowess so effectively to war strategy as England) was quite as successful in this financial transformation.6 The costs of the revolution were borne mainly by taxes, especially customs and excise on imported and home-produced goods. Undeniably, as a result, Scotland was faced with an increased tax burden after 1707.

Scottish taxes did rise on consumer items, most notoriously with the salt and linen taxes of 1711 and the malt tax of 1725. Yet, one estimate suggests that, in the half-century after the Union, rather than being transferred to London up to 80 per cent of the revenue take was absorbed in Scotland itself to cover the routine costs of its own civil administration.7 Moreover, before the 1740s, the Westminster government tended to tread carefully in Scotland, conscious of the extent of Jacobite disaffection there and of the popular fury the malt tax increases had provoked in 1725. Revenue burdens on a per capita basis were therefore much lighter than in the richer counties of southern England. In addition, the Scots customs service was much less effective in collecting revenue in the first few decades after union than its counterpart in the south. Underpayment and smuggling were endemic. A black economy ran through Scottish society from top to bottom at the time. To the anger of their rivals in the English outports, the Clyde tobacco merchants were reckoned to have paid duty on only half their imports in the first two decades after 1707. The Records of the Scottish Board of Customs also teem with cases of widespread intimidation, violent assault on officers and gang attacks on the warehouses of the Revenue.8

Tax evasion on this massive scale could not disguise the fact that union with England presented the Scottish elites with a golden opportunity. The benefit of naval protection for merchants engaged in the American trade was obvious. Even more fundamental, however, were the possibilities now opening up for the landed classes, the real masters of Scotland in this period. An historic anxiety for the aristocracy and the lairds was the challenge of achieving gainful employment for younger sons which would not only provide income but an acceptably genteel position in society. Landed estates in Scotland, whether great or small, descended by primogeniture on the eldest male child. His siblings had to make their own way in the world, either by the family acquiring some landed property for their remaining progeny or by younger sons achieving army and naval commissions, entering the law, the ministry or being apprenticed to a merchant house. This was the basic social dynamic which for centuries impelled the offspring of the Scottish gentry to seek careers and fortunes in Europe. But the European connection was fading fast in the later seventeenth century and there is some evidence that the decline of career opportunities there was beginning to stoke up anxieties among the laird classes. Something of this was revealed in the plans for the Scottish colony in East New Jersey in the 1680s. The project was dominated by landowners from the eastern counties of Scotland, especially the north-east region, formerly a major supplier of Scots army officers and merchants to Scandinavia. The proprietors envisaged a colony of landed estates, and among those who eventually emigrated to the New World were a very high proportion of younger sons of the north-east gentry. Thus, three members of the Gordons of Straloch purchased proprietary shares, but only the two younger bothers actually travelled to the colony. Several other emigrants can be identified as sons of minor, cadet branches of landed families. Robert Gordon of Cluny probably spoke for many of his fellow proprietors when he stated that his own reason for being attracted to the project of colonization was to provide land for his younger son, ‘since I had not estate whereby to make him a Scotch laird’.9

But perhaps even more acute pressures were building up by the early eighteenth century. Scottish landed families were simply having more surviving adult children as infant mortality levels started to fall rapidly. No exact figures exist to prove the point conclusively from a specifically Scottish perspective. However, research on the demography of British ducal families for the period can provide a useful surrogate source of information on changing patterns of population growth among the nation’s governing classes. Family size among this elite was relatively stable until the later seventeenth century. But a few decades later, rapid growth started among the aristocracy at a rate considerably higher than in the general population increase in the country as a whole. The percentage of children of the nobility dying under the age of sixteen was 31.1 between 1480 and 1679; from 1680 to 1779, the figure fell to 25.9 and declined further to 21.1 between 1780 and 1829. There were now many more sons surviving into adulthood. If this pattern was replicated across the Scottish landed classes, the concerns for placing younger sons in employment which was both gainful and socially acceptable must have become even more acute.

But this was not all. Changes in the composition of the Scottish landed structure added to the challenge. In 1700 there were around 9,500 landowners in Scotland, only about half of whom had the right to inherit or sell the land they possessed. The structure was dominated by the great aristocratic landlords and their associated kinship groups. This elite was expanding its territorial control at the expense of the lesser lairds between the later seventeenth century and the 1770s. Thus, the number of proprietors in Aberdeenshire fell by nearly two-thirds between c.1670 and c.1770 (621 to 250), and the steepest decline occurred among the smallest group of landowners. The trend was repeated all over Scotland. The total of 9,500 landowners at the beginning of the eighteenth century dropped to 8,500 by the 1750s and fell further to around 8,000 at the start of the nineteenth century. Manifestly, the minor lairds were under considerable economic pressure before the 1750s. Rental income was relatively stagnant and increases in farm productivity did not really encompass most of Scottish agriculture until the 1760s. At the same time, as the number of estates possessed by this class was squeezed, one traditional option exercised to solve the problem of younger sons – namely purchasing additional properties in their name – became much more difficult. In a sense, then, imperial employment after 1707 in the armed forces, colonial administration, trade and the professions came both as a crucial lifeline and a major opportunity. In the decades after the Union, streams of eager Caledonians from genteel but impoverished backgrounds poured into the British Empire at every point, from the Arctic wastes of Canada to the teeming cities of Bengal. The bureaucratic growth of the fiscal-military state ensured that career openings were now much more abundant than before and the Scots were very keen to exploit them. It was a form of resource transfer from the metropolis to Scotland, a kind of eighteenth-century variant on the twentieth-century Barnett formula, with the prime beneficiaries being the landed classes of the nation.

What one writer has described as the ‘luscious opportunities’ of empire became even more enticing in the second half of the eighteenth century.10 Particularly after the Seven Years War, there were enormous British territorial gains as a result of conquest, annexation and victory over the French. By c.1770 the population of the North American colonies had grown to around 2.3 million. East and West Florida, Quebec and Nova Scotia had all been won from France and Spain. The American Revolution in 1776 and the emergence of an independent United States, born out of the thirteen British colonies, did provide a temporary setback. The colonies’ departure left only a rump of under-populated territories in the north of the American mainland. Known as British North America they would in due course become the Dominion of Canada. Elsewhere, however, the momentum of territorial expansion seemed unstoppable. In the West Indies the Ceded Islands (Grenada, Tobago, St Vincent and Dominica) and Trinidad were acquired in 1763, while the most spectacular gains were achieved in India where the whole of the eastern subcontinent and a large part of the Ganges valley were under the administration of the English East India Company by 1815. At that date, it was reckoned that 40 million Indians were now living under British rule, which was also fast extending into Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and Mauritius. At the same time, the East India Company was raising some £18 million in taxation within its territories, a sum amounting to around one-third of peacetime revenue in Britain itself. Exploration had also been pursued in the vastness of the Pacific Ocean by the voyages of such famous navigators as Captain James Cook. A permanent British colony was established in Australia when the First Fleet arrived in New South Wales in 1788.

All this greatly increased demand for soldiers, arms and stores contractors, and the booming colonial bureaucracies with their serried ranks of officials: governors of huge territories at the top to humble clerks at the bottom of the administrative hierarchies. The numbers of men under arms rose from around 113,000 during the War of the Austrian Succession of 1740 to 1748 to 190,000 in the American War, while the cost of war, standing at £8.75 million per annum in the 1740s, spiralled to over £20 million in the 1770s. The fiscal-military state had never held out more alluring prospects for ambitious officers and colonial administrators.11

Moreover, in India, the victories at Plassey (1757) and Buxar (1764) became the military foundations for a veritable bonanza of pillage. The years from 1757 to 1770 were those when the subcontinent became notorious as the place where easy riches could be made quickly. Mortality rates among servants of the East India Company were horrendous, but there were compensations. As one historian has noted, ‘these years were the only time during the eighteenth century when survival in Bengal virtually guaranteed that a man would return home with a fortune’.12 It was not Company salaries which fuelled the rapacity but rather returns from private trade, prize money and tax revenues extracted from the newly conquered Indian territories. Edmund Burke summed it up as ‘the annual plunder of Bengal’.13

In the final analysis, exploitation of these opportunities rested on the provisions of the Treaty of Union of 1707. Yet to Scots in the early eighteenth century there was nothing inevitable about the survival of the Union. Mere geographical proximity between two different states does not, of course, guarantee the durability of any political association. Indeed, far from being typical, it may well be that the Anglo-Scottish Union was unusual in this respect when seen in the context of European history. Christopher Smout, for instance, argues that ‘unions between distinct and established medieval kingdoms of some reputation, like England and Scotland, to last for four hundred years (that is including the Regal Union of 1603) is a rare thing’.14 He then cites the example of two well-known failed unions in Western Europe, the ephemeral connections between Spain and Portugal and Norway and Sweden which both came to an end in acrimonious divorce.

Indeed, the more closely one examines 1707 and its aftermath, the more unlikely seems the remarkable longevity of the Anglo-Scottish political association. The omens at that time were far from auspicious. Scotland’s emergence as a nation made out of miscellaneous tribal groupings in the medieval period was in large part the result of a centuries-old struggle to defend the kingdom from English aggression. Moreover, a mere fifty-odd years before the Treaty of Union, Scotland had been conquered and subjected to a military dictatorship by the Cromwellian regime of the 1650s which left bitter memories. The prelude to 1707 itself was the legislation of 1703 of the Scottish Parliament, which in the key areas of foreign and dynastic policy suggested separation from England rather than union. The successful union negotiations were carried out by a tiny patrician elite, resulting in a marriage of convenience passed through the parliament in the teeth of both internal opposition and considerable external, popular hostility.

After 1707 the threat of ‘the elephant’ loomed closer in the form of the English constitutional principle of the absolute sovereignty of ‘the Crown-in-Parliament’. Potentially this dictum was the most lethal threat to the new association. The old royal tradition of the Divine Right of kings to rule without constitutional limit was transferred in the Glorious Revolution of 1688–9 to the English Parliament and later the British Parliament after 1707. Given the dramatically different levels of parliamentary representation, whether based on population levels or property values of the two nations, this constitutional assumption could imply the imposition of unacceptable policies by Westminster on Scotland. That this was not simply a theoretical possibility became brutally clear very quickly. In London, the High Church Tories (who replaced the Whigs in government in 1710) passed the Patronage Act of 1712, re-establishing the legal right of local patrons (usually landowners) to appoint ministers to vacant church offices. This decision did not simply outrage pious Presbyterians. It also opened up a running sore which poisoned Church and state relations until the final crisis of the Disruption of 1843, when the established Church split and the Free Church of Scotland emerged as a powerful rival body. In addition, the Act confirmed unambiguously that the Treaty of 1707 was not, as many Scots believed, an inviolate, fundamental and supreme law; rather it was one which could be altered by the whim of any electoral majority in Westminster. This interpretation was confirmed much later by the most influential constitutional expert of the Victorian era, Albert Venn Dicey (1835–1922). Manifestly, this was a scenario for potential turbulence which became even more likely as taxation on such basic necessities as salt, linen, beer, soap and malt rose inexorably from the 1710s and the anticipated post-Union economic miracle failed to appear. The deep frustration was symbolized by the motion in the House of Lords of June 1713 to repeal the Treaty of Union, an attempt at dissolution only narrowly defeated by a mere four proxy votes. Even more crucially, dissent and anger helped to fuel the Jacobite movement and was one reason why Scotland became the great hope of the exiled Stuarts in the early eighteenth century.

But the febrile nature of anti-unionism should not obscure the fact that even in that volatile period the Union was gathering vital support. It came from two sources. First, just as enthusiastic Jacobites regarded 1707 as an effective recruiting sergeant, Presbyterian Scots (which meant the vast majority in the Lowlands) saw the Union increasingly as the best defence against the potential menace of a Catholic Stuart restoration. The more threatening Jacobitism became, the more these fears were reinforced. It helped that anti-Jacobite feeling was often strongest in some of the most economically advanced areas of the country. Glasgow’s joyful relief when the news came of the happy deliverance at Culloden Moor was uninhibited. The town’s newspaper, the Glasgow Journal, brought out a special large-print edition in celebration of Cumberland’s victory to record ‘the greatest rejoicings that have been at any time in the past’.15

A second factor was the effect which, in spite of public frustrations, the rewards of union was already having before 1740 on the country’s business and landed elites. The ‘golden age’ of the tobacco business, the huge prize of the Union settlement, is often seen as an exclusively post-1740 phenomenon. In fact, recent evidence on the scale of smuggling and under-recording (an estimated average of 42 per cent of legal imports of tobacco leaf, 1715–31) in the trade suggests that the good times could be pushed much further back.16 Even more crucially, the non-inheriting sons of the Scottish landed gentry, forced into other careers by primogeniture as described above, were already moving in significant numbers into imperial and London jobs before the mid-century.17 The early emigration of these elites was noted everywhere from British North America to Asia. Later that link between elite careers, empire and union was to be strengthened even further. But it was already a remarkably potent force in the first three to four decades after 1707, and indeed had become significant even before formal union became a reality.

Yet, the final defeat of Jacobitism at Culloden in April 1746 and its brutal aftermath did not entirely end the tensions within the Union. True, the gravest threat to the relationship had been finally eliminated but, on the other hand, English suspicions of crypto-Jacobitism as a peculiarly Scottish disease lived on for some time. Scottish pride was offended by the Militia Act of 1757, which created a volunteer force for defence of the realm against foreign attack in England and Wales but not in Scotland. The conclusion drawn north of the Border was that the treacherous Scots could not yet be trusted with the bearing of arms.18 Scotophobia then reared its ugly head in the early 1760s, during the government of John, Earl of Bute, the first Scottish-born Prime Minister after the Union. His tenure in this exalted position was brief – less than a year – but his influence endured through interest, networks and clientage. So too did the relentless attacks on him personally (his family name, Stuart, did not help) and on Scots in general. During the 1760s the number of Scots holding state office rose dramatically and it was easy to suspect that Lord Bute was favouring his own kind. In the vast array of cartoons turned out by the London press, the caricatures of the Scots were savagely racist in tone, portraying them as greedy mendicants growing wealthy on England’s rich pastures.19 Bute himself was satirized in one ribald print after another as the well-endowed seducer of the mother of George III, explicit sexual symbolism for the intolerable penetration of England and the Empire by ragged swarms of Scots crossing the Border in search of places and pensions:


Friend and favourite of France-a,

Ev’ry day may you advance-a,

And when dead by tomb be writon,

‘Here lies one whom all must sh-t-on,

Oh, the Great, the Great North Briton’.20



The transformation in these strained relations began during the American War of Independence, and was completed, finally and emphatically, during the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. The vital contrast here was with Ireland, the more awkward neighbour. Between 1776 and 1783 the Scots were enthusiastically loyal to the British Crown. Even in the American colonies more loyalists were apparently born in Scotland than in any other country. They became the hated enemies there of the Patriot Party, denounced as natural supporters of tyranny because of Scottish support for the exiled Stuarts in 1745, a dynasty which was viewed as the very incarnation of absolute monarchy and Catholic autocracy by respectable Protestant colonists. At the same time, Irish politicians were seen to be behaving badly and attempting to extract advantage from England’s travails.

That contrast between the two nations became starker during the Napoleonic Wars. With Napoleon’s all-conquering armies encamped a few miles across the Channel the Irish committed the ultimate act of treachery, as the rebellion of 1798 gave the French the real chance of an effective flank attack. The contrast with the Scots could not have been clearer. Already over-represented among the officer class in the field armies, 52,000 Scots also joined the ranks of the volunteers. With around 15 per cent of the British population, this amounted to 36 per cent of all the volunteer soldiery in 1797, 22 per cent in 1801 and 17 per cent in 1804.21 Scottish loyalty and the Scottish contribution in blood to the final victory had cemented the Union by 1815. If contemporary caricatures and cartoons are any guide, the ‘venomous contempt’ of the mid-eighteenth century now became the ‘innocent humour’ of the Victorian era.22

2

National histories can be prone to insularity, introspection and even chauvinistic triumphalism.23 Perhaps the risks of committing these academic sins are greater when the country in question, like Scotland, is relatively small and in a full political union with a much larger and more powerful neighbour. There is a strong temptation towards boosterism and ethnic conceit about past achievements as a spurious compensation for the risks of inferiority and provincialism. Recently there has been a pronounced tendency in this direction in some works of popular history which focus on the Scottish impact on the world. Well-known examples of this genre include Duncan Bruce, The Mark of the Scots. Their Astonishing Contributions to History, Science, Democracy, Literature and the Arts (1996) and Arthur Herman, The Scottish Enlightenment (2002), modestly subtitled in the US edition How western Europe’s poorest country invented our world and everything in it. Herman’s book became a best-seller on both sides of the Atlantic. In Scotland at least, its publication seemed to coincide with a new national mood of self-confidence in the immediate aftermath of devolution and the establishment of the first Scottish Parliament since 1707. How to counter the vice of exceptionalism and avoid the pitfalls of what might be termed ‘The Burns Supper School of Scottish History’ is a major challenge for the scholar, especially when the Scottish impact on the British Empire is under consideration.

Three approaches might help to provide some balance: the provision of generalizations based on hard, statistical and representative evidence; construction of numerical ratios of the Scottish factor in imperial territories and occupations (such as merchants, soldiers, officials, plantation owners and professionals) in relation to the population of Scots in the UK population as a whole; and an attempt at impartial location of the Scottish contribution in comparative context with that of the other ethnicities in the British Isles.

Simply by dint of their demographic predominance within the UK, the English, of course, were likely to take the lion’s share of the spoils of empire. But what of the Scots, Welsh and Irish? One imperial historian has recently claimed, ‘Of all the peoples of the United Kingdom, it is the Scots’ contribution to the empire that stands out as disproportionate. They were the first peoples of the British Isles to take on an imperial mentality and possibly the longest to sustain one.’24 The same author considers that the Welsh, though by no means irrelevant to the imperial project, ‘were more reticent’.25 It was the Irish, however, who were potentially the main rivals of the Scots – ironically, because Ireland was a country which was itself subject to English colonization. Nevertheless, despite generations of collective amnesia over the British Empire, modern scholarship has identified a powerful Irish contribution to imperial expansion.26 The Irish were far and away the largest group of emigrants in the eighteenth century to the Atlantic empire, significantly outnumbering the Scottish exodus of the time.27 Moreover, despite the glamour and fame of the Highland regiments during the Seven Years War, the American War of Independence and, especially, the Napoleonic Wars, it was Ireland which provided most boots on the ground in the struggle for empire. Forty-two per cent of British soldiers were Irish in 1830, when Ireland accounted for one-third of the total UK population, while nearly half of the Bengal Army of the East India Company in 1825 was Irish-born.28 There is no doubt either that, as has been argued, the Empire ‘served as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the Irish middle classes, both Catholic and Protestant’, and this was especially the case in India by the middle decades of the nineteenth century.29

But for reasons which will be examined below, the Irish never achieved the same preponderance in higher civil and military posts across the Empire as the Scots in the eighteenth century. Their commercial profile in British North America, the American colonies and the Caribbean in the late eighteenth century was lower than that of the Scots, and the Irish never forged anything like the same intellectual, educational and cultural impact on the Atlantic empire by before c.1800.30

The point comes through with even greater clarity when we turn to ethnic British Isles ratios in the imperial economy and service in the post-1750 period. At the census of 1801, England and Wales had a population of 8.9 million, Ireland 5.2 million and Scotland 1.6 million: a UK population of 15.7 million at that date. The Scottish proportion was around one in ten of the UK population. If the Scots managed to achieve substantially higher ratios than this in the various areas and sectors of empire, it would strongly suggest ‘over-representation’ or a ‘disproportionate’ ethnic presence. In order to identify whether this was or was not the case, the survey which follows will move from British North America, then south to the Caribbean islands (the USA having ceased to be part of the Empire in 1783) and finally to India.

British North America

By the end of the eighteenth century the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) had established a commanding presence in the Canadian fur trade. It became more like ‘an independent beaver republic’ than a business firm, trading across 3 million square miles of territory and with an eventual domain that encompassed over a twelfth of the earth’s land surface (or, as was once pointed out, ten times the circumference of the Holy Roman Empire at its height). When the HBC’s overseas governor, the Scot Sir George Simpson, visited Norway in 1838 he was toasted as the head of the most extensive dominion in the world, ‘the Emperor of Russia, the Queen of England and the President of the United States excepted’.31

Amid the bitter internecine rivalries and competition in the fur trade, the HBC’s success crucially depended on the quality of its human capital, the directors and the servants who represented the company in the remote wastes of Canada. Perhaps not surprisingly however, it was plagued by an acute problem of manning its isolated trading posts in a subarctic region half-way across the world, although for such an international enterprise the staffing needs of the HBC were surprisingly small. As late as 1811 it had only 320 employees in its 76 Canadian posts. More important than numbers were the qualities of reliability, steadiness and loyalty under extreme circumstances. Many of the first recruits had come from the slums of London and the company’s managers were soon vociferous in their complaints of their outrageous levels of promiscuity with Indian women and inordinate indulgence in alcohol. They therefore anxiously sought men ‘not debauched with the voluptuousness of the city’.32 The search brought them north to Scotland. Scots were being appointed as factors from the first decade of the existence of the HBC, several years before the Union, and were also active in the fur trade outside the company’s ambit from an equally early date. Soon, however, Orkney became the great recruiting ground for most of the eighteenth century. The company’s vessels sailing northwards from the Thames put in annually at the tiny town of Stromness to take on fresh water and supplies before embarking on the great circle route to Canada. From the later seventeenth century numerous Orkney lads from the neighbourhood were recruited as company servants, so that by 1800 the HBC had become almost an Orcadian dominion. In 1799, 78 per cent of the men on the overseas payroll were from Orkney.33 It was a marriage of convenience. For the Orcadians even the wilderness of North America promised a better return than scratching a living from subsistence farming and fishing in the Northern Isles. Temporary migration was nothing new to them. Their ancestors had gone south to the Scottish mainland and east to Europe in search of work for centuries. Many also had worked in the icy waters of the Greenland fisheries long before the days of the HBC. For the company, Orkney was a fruitful source of more loyal and dependable servants than it was accustomed to, who also, in the Scottish tradition, possessed basic standards of literacy and the island experience of labouring on both the sea and land.

The North West Company (NWC), the great rival of the HBC, was formed in 1783 in Montreal but it always remained a loose confederation of small individual firms, each consisting of a few promoters, merchants and fur-trader explorers. The principals were essentially adventurers and gamblers who were devoted to free-market capitalism in its most ruthless and purest form. Its expansion in 1787 to include other syndicates came about because of the murder of a Scottish merchant, John Ross, caught up in the bitter rivalries of the fur trade in the northwest. Fearing that Ross’s death would lead to bloody reprisals, and all-out war, the principals of several firms decided to unite rather than fight.

From the start the NWC was dominated by Highland Scots, their sons and grandsons. The prime mover was Simon McTavish, who with his nephew William McGillivray controlled the concern from the beginning. The other great names in the company’s history, such as the two famous explorers Alexander Mackenzie and Simon Fraser, were from the same background. They looked to Scotland from which to recruit clerks and servants. As one writer has put it, ‘the names of the North West Company partners sound like a roll-call of the clans at Culloden’.34 Of the 225 men active in the firm, 62 per cent were Scots from Inverness, Banff and Aberdeenshire, normally from military, farming or small landed backgrounds. The ethnic invasion changed the character of Montreal: ‘the country is over run with Scotchmen,’ complained one Englishman.35 Even contemporary critics, such as Washington Irvine, who condemned the swelling and braggart style of those ‘Hyperborean Nabobs’, accusing them of behaving like latter-day Highland chieftains attended by scores of retainers in the wilderness, could still acknowledge them as ‘the lords of the lakes and the forests’.

Indeed, long before Canada became synonymous with large-scale Scottish emigration it was seen as a land of opportunity for trade and profit. Mercantile interests, rather than statesmen and armies, were in the vanguard of imperial expansion. And, from the Scottish commercial perspective, British North America had several attractions. The country was open to direct trade, whereas India had a statutory monopoly that ensured all goods were channelled through London via the East India Company. In contrast, British North America was a level playing-field. Its partial annexation in 1763 had also come at a convenient time. Scotland was experiencing the early stages of economic expansion which in time would become a fully fledged Industrial Revolution. The search was on for ever more market outlets for the massive increase in volume output of linen, iron goods, woollens and a host of other consumer commodities. As a letter to the Glasgow Journal noted in 1760, three years before the war was finally won against the French:

… of all our acquisitions the conquest of Quebec, and consequently of the country of Canada, is the most important and most beneficial to this Kingdom … and also such a source of trade and commerce opened to us here, as will be fully significant, had we no other, to employ all our trading and commercial people; and find a vent or constant consumption for all our goods, products and manufactures.36

The editor of the same paper was positively euphoric at the prospects. To him Canada was a marvel:

An exclusive fishery! A boundless territory! The fur trade engrossed and innumerable tribes of savages contributing to the consumption of our staple!

These are sources of exhaustless wealth. Ignorant and despairing men have called this a quarrel for a few dirty lands or acres of snow, but the British public will soon have feeling proofs that Great Britain must sink or swim by her colonies.37

British North America became even more attractive a decade later. As relations between the old colonies and the mother country deteriorated into armed conflict in 1775, merchants in a number of Scottish ports began a feverish search for alternative trades and markets. Thus, during the last twenty years of the eighteenth century, a veritable frenzy of Scottish mercantile activity concentrated in the Canadian centres of Montreal, St John and Halifax. The Scots took advantage of the shorter sailing time to Canada from the Clyde than from the Thames and the relative indifference of the larger London firms to a trade that was still in its infancy.38 Greenock and Glasgow merchants were already well established in this commerce in the late 1760s after the conquest of the French territories. The HBC and the NWC had already made fortunes in the fur trade and, as already seen, both were run by Scots. This undoubtedly spread knowledge of Canada across the nation’s business classes. Others also saw the profit potential of the increasing emigrant trade to British North America after 1783. In the same period Scottish exiles from the former American colonies, such as James McGill and John Dunlop, helped to make Montreal something of a Scottish business enclave as they exerted control over the key export trades in grain, potash and timber to Europe.39

Nineteenth-century propagandists liked to give the impression of a monolithic Scottish-Canadian community held together by a shared sense of Scottish values. Mutuality in business, in the promotion of schooling and in the tight personal and kin networks of the Gaelic settlements was much in evidence and seemed to confirm the common contemporary criticism of Scottish clannishness and nepotism. In Upper Canada, for instance, in the early nineteenth century, the ruling political grouping was labelled ‘the clan’ or ‘the Scotch faction’. But in other respects there was precious little sign of ethnic solidarity. Religious divisions and territorial allegiances in the Old World were often carried over to the New. Catholic Highlanders, who mainly supported Toryism, confronted Protestant Lowlanders, many of whom were committed to a more reforming agenda. The NWC, which for a time not only seriously threatened the hegemony of the HBC in the fur trade but nearly drove it to the brink of ruin, was itself almost torn apart by savage vendettas between members of its governing Highland families. The war between the HBC and the Nor’Westers was a ferocious struggle between different groups of Scots – the Orcadian servants of the Bay on the one hand and the Gaels who led the North West Company on the other. Ethnic loyalties on the wild frontier of British North America were easily fractured by the naked greed which fuelled the battle for trading supremacy.

To a much greater extent than in later times, transatlantic emigration from Scotland before 1815 was dominated by Highlanders who, especially from the 1770s, established strong enclaves of Gaelic culture in Upper Canada, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia and Cape Breton. But, although in a minority, the Lowland Scots of some means and education were already making their mark. The merchants and fur traders (by no means all from Lowland backgrounds) were prominent and successful members of Canadian society. But of almost equal significance were those involved in medicine, law, the ministry and journalism. These professions gave them an advantage in achieving access to positions of political authority. The Scots were significantly over-represented among elected politicians and holders of official appointments in Upper Canada between 1791 and 1841. The pattern became even more apparent in the higher rungs of the ladder of preferment.40

The most notable leaders of the early reform movements in almost every colony were Scots: William Carson in Newfoundland, James Glenie in New Brunswick, Thomas McCulloch in Nova Scotia, Robert Gourlay in Upper Canada and Angus Macaulay in Prince Edward Island.41 All five men were highly educated and had attended Scottish universities. Glenie, indeed, had won mathematics prizes while at St Andrews. This was a cut above the educational background of most other ethnic groups in Canada at the time and more than made up for their lack of earlier political experience in Scotland.

The early over-representation of Scots in the ranks of the politically powerful partly also reflected their loyalty during the American War of Independence. Attachment to the Crown had often been achieved at great personal sacrifice between 1775 and 1783 in the embattled thirteen colonies. Many thousands of Scots paid for their loyalty by losing both land and position in an independent USA and were forced to flee as refugees across the border to Canada. Their steadfastness earned them the gratitude of the imperial government and ensured that many educated Scots of social standing quickly rose to prominence in both local government and public office. Through these positions of influence they were also able to introduce Scottish institutions into the fabric of early colonial society. Most often this meant foundations in both the religious and educational spheres. Nearly half the institutions of higher learning across the greatly expanded British North America before the Great War had Scots intimately involved in their foundation.42

The Caribbean and Asia

After the independence of the American colonies in 1783 and the decline of direct importations of tobacco to the Clyde ports (now traded direct to Europe) the Caribbean emerged as a surrogate source of Atlantic trade in sugar, cotton and rum. The Scottish connection with the islands was long-standing and went back before the Union of 1707. But after the Seven Years War and the annexation of the Leeward Islands of Dominica, St Vincent, Grenada and Tobago from France in 1763, Scottish interest multiplied in terms of migration, plantation ownership and trade. Historians estimate that there were between 15,000 and 20,000 Scots in the West Indian empire in c.1800.43 By the same date, Caribbean commerce had become by far the dominant sector of overseas trade, while throughout the British islands Scots were significantly over-represented in the ranks of colonial officials, including those of governors, plantation managers, overseers, military officers and physicians (see Chapter 2).

In Asia, the second half of the eighteenth century saw the power and function of the East India Company (EIC) transformed. The success of the Company’s forces against the Nawab of Bengal at Plassey in 1757 coincided with victory over the French in the same area and in Madras during the Seven Years War. After these triumphs the EIC was no longer simply a great trading organization. Instead, it had become an expansionist territorial body which in these years laid down the military and political foundations for the British Empire in India. By 1815, around 40 million Indians were living under the authority of the EIC.44

This massive increase in territorial and commercial power inevitably demanded more personnel in the EIC service, whether in the Company’s civil administration, armed forces, shipping fleets or the professional cadres, such as physicians and surveyors. By 1800, for instance, the Company’s army had grown into one of the largest military formations in the world, with numbers multiplying from 8,000 men in 1783 to over 154,000 by 1805. Most of the rank-and-file soldiers were native Indians (sepoys) but the officers were European, and the Company also employed 10,000 white soldiers in the 1770s. In addition, Crown forces also expanded in the same period, as the age-old struggle with France took on an Indian dimension during the American War of Independence and during the worldwide struggle for naval and military supremacy of the Napoleonic Wars.45

As the Empire expanded, it steadily became less English and more British. Even the East India Company, which had jealously guarded its English status against all interlopers from elsewhere in Britain in the later seventeenth century, had been transformed a mere few decades later. By the mid-eighteenth century, the English empire had been transformed slowly, almost imperceptibly, into a multinational business and military enterprise.46 Nowhere was this more true than in the bureaucracies of the EIC. There the Scots were to the fore in exploiting the huge expansion in career opportunities. Sir Walter Scott once famously remarked that ‘India is the corn chest for Scotland where we poor gentry must send our younger sons as we send our black cattle to the south’.47 Such was the scale of the Caledonian invasion of the Indian empire that jealous reaction to it in London helped to fuel the Scotophobia of those years and the fiery campaigns of John Wilkes against the supposed political incursion of the despised North Britons.48 Indeed, an additional factor in the opposition to arriviste wealthy nabobs, returning from the subcontinent with plundered fortunes, was that many of the most prominent were Scots. One correspondent to the Public Advertiser argued passionately that the EIC had to be reformed because the ‘Scotch’ were ‘so deeply interested in our commerce and great trading concerns’.49

The fears of English contemporaries about a growing Scottish presence in the Company and the Crown forces in India have been fully supported by modern research. In Bengal, the richest of the EIC’s provinces, 47 per cent of Writers (the highest administrative grade) appointed between 1774 and 1785 were Scots. Earlier, in 1750, the Caledonian influx was already marked, with three out of every eight Writers in the province young men from Scotland. It was a similar pattern in the commercial sphere. By 1813, 37 per cent of the private merchant houses in Calcutta were Scottish concerns. Nowhere, however, was the Scot more prominent than in the officer class of both the Crown and Company armies. Fourteen royal regiments helped to garrison the Indian provinces of the EIC between 1754 and 1784. Of these, seven had been raised in Scotland and were led by Scottish officers. Scottish physicians were not only to be found throughout the Indian empire but were also prominent in the great shipping fleets of the Company. As early as 1731, John Drummond of Quarrell, a major patron of Scots in the EIC, asked one of his kinsmen not to recommend any more surgeons to him: ‘all the East India Company ships have either Scots Surgeons or Surgeon’s mates, and till some of them die I can, nor will look out for no more, for I am made the jest of mankind, plaguing all the Societys of England with Scots Surgeons’.50 From 1720 to 1757 also, all the Principal Medical Officers in Madras were Scots, while by 1800 they made up nearly 40 per cent of the province’s total medical establishment. A strong Scottish presence was also noted in the 1740s and 1750s in the elite ranks of the captains of the East Indiamen which plied the lucrative trade between Britain and Asia. Scottish over-representation in the EIC persisted: in 1806, 22 per cent of Writers’ appointments were Scots, 16 per cent of Cadets’ and 27 per cent of Assistant Surgeons’.51

Several conclusions emerge from this evidence. First, Scots achieved a much higher recruitment to Indian posts than might have been expected from the Scottish share of the population of the British Isles, which, as indicated earlier, stood at around 10 per cent of the total in the middle decades of the eighteenth century. Nevertheless, it must be remembered that the ratio of Scots fluctuated over time and between the different sectors of Indian employment. It was a pattern of complexity rather than one of remorseless progress to ethnic hegemony. Secondly, the Scottish penetration of the Indian empire was all pervasive, encompassing the civil service, merchant classes, the armies, the professions and the shipping services, and it is also apparent that these recruits came from all areas of Scotland. Thirdly, while some accounts suggest that the Scottish role became decisive only after c.1760, there are clear indications of a visible Scottish presence in the EIC from the 1720s, several decades before the era of significant territorial expansion in India. Fourthly, Scottish success in the higher echelons of the Company was not mirrored by any comparable achievements by the Welsh or the Irish. The presence of the former on the subcontinent was hardly noticed, while the Irish, although very significant in the rank and file of the army – by 1815 over 50 per cent of the Crown forces in India were Irishmen – were notable by their virtual absence in the EIC civil service and the commercial sphere, in large part because of constraints on the recruitment of Catholics.52 Until the mid-nineteenth century members of the Indian Civil Service were recruited from Haileybury College in a patronage system controlled by the EIC. Between 1809 and 1850, after which Irish numbers did increase, the Irish-born made up only 5 per cent of new recruits.53 It was partly because of this extensive Scottish presence in the governance of the subcontinent that Scottish philosophical ideas, framed and developed within the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, left such a deep impression on Indian administrative history, as Scottish officials such as Sir John Malcolm, Sir Thomas Munro and Mountstuart Elphinstone applied a whole range of ideas from the Scottish Enlightenment to issues of land tenure, administration and judicial systems.54
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In accounting for Scottish over-representation in the management of the eighteenth-century British Empire, the focus has traditionally been on the Anglo-Scottish Union of 1707, the legal foundation for engagement with the Empire. Comparison with the Irish commercial relationship with the Empire does confirm the Scottish advantages gained in 1707. In the later seventeenth century, English protectionist policies in trade were aimed both at the Irish and the Scots. Through a series of legal prohibitions from the 1660s, Westminster tried to prevent the direct participation of the two nations in England’s jealously guarded colonial commerce. This did not, however, prevent a burgeoning clandestine Scottish trade with the Americas.55 In 1707, however, the Scots formally became part of a new British empire which allowed unrestricted and protected access to Atlantic trade, but this was not the case for the Irish. By an Act of 1696 no goods from the American plantations could be landed in Ireland and this prohibition endured until 1731.56 Even then, only commodities of lesser value from the colonies were allowed to be imported to Ireland. This ruling remained in place until 1780 and meant that the Irish were legally prevented until that date from direct involvement in the lucrative tobacco and sugar trades, which were so crucial to the Scots in the eighteenth century.57

The Irish did take part in Atlantic commerce through the export of provisions (butter, pork and salted beef) and coarse linens, but not in the carrying to Irish ports of those of ‘high value’. The constraints therefore conflicted with Sir William Petty’s forecast of 1672 that Ireland would have a golden future in the Atlantic because, as he argued, the country ‘lieth Commodiously for the Trade of the new American world which we see every day to Grow and Flourish’.58 For the Scots, therefore, these controls on the Irish plantation trade largely removed a potentially powerful rival in the struggle for transatlantic commercial dominion. After all, in the later seventeenth century, Ireland was reckoned to have better economic prospects for the future in American trade and already had many more settlers in the islands of the Caribbean than the sister kingdom.59 However, as one Irish scholar has concluded:

… while Scottish merchants revelled in the opportunities afforded by the expanding re-export trade in tobacco and, to a lesser extent, in sugar, Irish merchants were firmly excluded … a substantial trade centred on Glasgow promoted the growth of sophisticated financial services and institutions; lacking any re-export trade Ireland signally failed to develop a similar infrastructure in the eighteenth century … While individual Irish merchants, and small houses, were to be found throughout the chief trading ports of the empire, the Irish colonial trade was dominated by English merchant houses, English intermediaries and English capital.60

The advantageous terms of the Treaty of Union were, therefore, undeniably crucial to Scottish commercial success. Scotland had entered into a partnership with England, albeit an unequal one; Ireland was still regarded by London as a colony which should be policed and kept in check. Nonetheless, union, though a necessary condition, was not a sufficient explanation for Scottish over-representation in empire. Even the tobacco trade was not an inevitable or guaranteed success story. The eventual pre-eminence of the Clyde ports by the 1770s depended in the final analysis on innovative commercial practices and institutional advantages.61 Union alone cannot account for the high visibility of the Scots in almost every aspect of imperial expansion.

Also worthy of consideration, therefore, is the age-old Scottish connection with Europe. Even before the Union, these ancient links were crumbling as the axis of commerce started to shift from the east to the Atlantic west in the 1670s. Perceptive commentators of the time, such as the Glasgow merchant John Spreull, were aware of the new possibilities. He queried in 1705: ‘Although [the English] gain more lands and islands, where have they the people to inhabit them and defend them without Scotland to assist them?’62 It was an implicit acknowledgement of the vast and time-honoured experience of the Scots as migrants since the thirteenth century in England, Europe and Ireland. Any future role in empire was likely to be as much an extension of this earlier history as an exploitation of new opportunities in the Americas and Asia.

For the four centuries before 1707, the main destination of Scottish migrants had been Europe.63 Their experience there was very relevant to their later high-profile role in the British Empire. Two particular emigrant ‘streams’ to the Continent were key: first, the movement of soldiers attached to European armies and, secondly, the persistent emigration of Scots pedlars, tradesmen and merchants into the commercial networks of Scandinavia, the north German states and the interior areas of Poland-Lithuania.

Scots had sold their martial expertise to Irish chiefs, English kings and French monarchs since the fourteenth century. The professional soldier was not only an accepted figure but also a respected part of the Scottish nation. Before 1600, and in some parts for even longer, warrior societies thrived in most of the Highlands. The Buannachan, or mercenary corps, were the Hebridean clans’ acknowledged spearhead of ferocity.64 The landscape of the Scottish Borders was studded by a remarkable proliferation of tower-houses and other fortifications. The military architecture confirmed the region’s notoriety before 1600 as a centre of murder, cattle thieving, assault and vicious family vendettas that were on a par with the Sicilian Mafia in the twentieth century. Proficient swordsmen were also a common breed in seventeenth-century Lowland Scotland. Thus when Europe entered its greatest-ever military recruitment boom during the Thirty Years War, Scots soldiers were at a premium. One modern estimate suggests that between 1618 and 1648, over 112,000 men from the British Isles were raised for service by the various European powers in this conflict. Of these, around 60,000 (or 54 per cent of the total) may have been Scots.65 Thus, long before they became British imperialists, the Scottish elites and their family regiments had become a force to be reckoned with in Europe. This was especially the case in Scandinavia where close relationships were forged with the Protestant powers of Norway-Denmark and Sweden. The Oldenburg and Vasa dynasties in particular relied heavily on Scottish military support. In return, Scottish officers became integral to the Scandinavian state systems as senior military and naval commanders and as regional governors. Entire military dynasties were built up around this tradition. One of the most renowned, the Munro lineage from Easter Ross, was reputed to have had three generals, eight colonels, five lieutenant colonels and thirty captains serving in the Swedish armies of Gustavus Adolphus.66

Militarism on this scale suggests that soldier employment abroad was built into the social structures of Scotland. Thus, when the end of the Thirty Years War came in 1648 and the military labour market in Europe temporarily collapsed, Scots officers and rank and file began to search for other opportunities. After 1688 they were once again drawn into large-scale European conflict. But this time, most soldiers joined the armies of William III, in his crusade against the French King Louis XIV on the battlefields of Flanders during the War of the Spanish Succession. In this war William created a new British army almost from scratch. To do so, he used Scottish soldiers, which were his by right as king of both England and Scotland, as a single royal force. They fought with the long-standing Scots Brigade in Dutch service against the French. By the time of the Union of 1707, therefore, Scots officers and men had had substantial experience in the European service of a British army. They included established formations with distinguished lineages stretching back to the Wars of the Covenanters in the 1640s and before that to the European theatre in Scandinavia. Both old and new regiments, like the Cameronians, Scots Guards, Royal Scots Greys, Royal Scots (1st Regiment of Foot), King’s Own Scottish Borderers (Earl of Leven’s) and the Royal Scots Fusiliers (Earl of Mar’s), were to achieve even greater celebrity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as the military cutting-edge of the British Empire.67

Scottish traders were just as visible in Europe as Scottish soldiers. Commercial links were especially strong with Scandinavia, the Baltic and the Low Countries. Significant Scottish mercantile communities had developed in the port towns of these areas. They were especially well represented in Rotterdam, Veere, Copenhagen, Gothenburg, Hamburg, Bremen, Danzig and Königsberg. From the last of these, Scots pedlars and small traders penetrated deep into the heartlands of Poland-Lithuania in what became, for roughly the period 1600 to 1660, probably the single largest Scottish civilian diaspora, though modern research has shown that they were not quite as numerous as some contemporaries and some later scholars have claimed.

The Polish commercial structure was stagnant with few towns established across the countryside. At the same time, the Polish aristocracy were marketing the surplus wheat and rye of their great estates at a time of population increase and urban growth in Western Europe. The potential for gain was immense. Scots merchants moved in first from Danzig along with the Dutch and other nationalities. Credit was advanced to grain producers, in a manner not unlike the relationship between Glasgow tobacco lords and Virginian planters in the following century. One suggestion is that at the peak of the grain trade’s prosperity in the early seventeenth century there was reckoned to be over four hundred small Scottish settlements in Poland and along the Prussian coast. The success
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