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Introduction

THE last century was the great age of overseas emigration from 
Britain to America and the Colonies, and by the 1840’s Plymouth 

was established as a major government emigration port handling the 
third largest passenger traffic in the United Kingdom, after Liverpool 
and London.1 The principal destinations of emigrants leaving Plymouth 
at this time were Australia, New Zealand and British North America. 
Smaller numbers sailed to ports in the United States (including San 
Francisco), as well as to the Cape of Good Hope and Port Natal.2 In 
all, no fewer than 362,114 people emigrated from Plymouth to Australia 
between 1839 and 1898, while 19,435 went to South Africa and 26,685 
left for British North America.3 (Fig. 1).

In 1820 King George IV was Sovereign of a colossal and hugely 
diverse Empire. It included territories which were already densely 
peopled like the Indian provinces with their long-established native 
populations, or the West Indies where a small elite controlled a huge 
mass of black slaves transported there during the previous two cen­
turies. Other areas were still virtually empty. Lower Canada, for a 
long time ruled by France, was sparsely populated; so too was Upper 
Canada and the Maritimes with their backwoods communities of 
pioneers. Australia, on the other hand, consisted of a collection of far- 
flung tiny settlements where the inhabitants were mainly transported 
convicts.

Britain herself was still in the painful early stages of the industrial 
revolution. She was overpopulated and social conditions were probably 
at their all-time worst. The conservative, almost supine governments 
of the day interested themselves in emigration only insofar as it offered 
a means of strengthening Imperial claims or of holding in check any
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feeling of discontent at home which might spark off unwelcome and 
uncomfortable protest.

Individual emigrants would clearly have had their own varied 
reasons for wanting to leave their native country; whether for higher 
wages, the opportunity to own a farm, or perhaps to escape from some 
personal crisis at home—we simply do not know. What we do know, 
however, is that all would face the discomfort and danger of an ocean 
crossing in a wooden sailing ship 4 and later the hazards of making for 
themselves a new life in a strange land. In the nineteenth century the 
crossing from Plymouth to Quebec would average six or seven weeks, 
while a journey to the Cape could take ten. To reach Sydney an emi­
grant would have to be prepared for upwards of four months at sea.5

The long war with Revolutionary and Napoleonic France had 
interrupted the flow of emigration from Britain which began in a small 
way during the later eighteenth century, but by the 1820’s there were 
already signs that the resumed movement was about to become a flood. 
When Victoria became Queen in 1837 emigration was in full spate and 
the heavy outflow persisted for the rest of the century. There were, 
of course, some spectacular peaks, such as during the years of the Irish 
Famine and later, the so-called Great Depression of the 1870’s, but in 
every single year thousands of Britons bade a last farewell to this 
country and boarded an emigrant ship. And a great many did so in 
Plymouth.6

The Port of Plymouth

Plymouth was certainly very well placed to meet the growing demand 
for emigration, especially to Australia and the Cape. There was a 
distinct geographical advantage to be gained by sailing from this port 
which did not escape the compilers of local directories.

The loss of time consequent upon embarking in the River Thames or at any other 
port higher up the Channel is avoided as well as the dangers, discomfort and 
annoyances of a Channel passage—often the worst part of the entire journey7

The early stages of an emigrant voyage by sailing ship which began 
in London were evidently very tedious.

It frequently happens that ships sailing from the Thames exceed a fortnight 
(oftentimes much more) in their passage to Plymouth; a serious delay is also 
occasioned to ships sailing from Southampton or other ports less favourably 
situated than Plymouth8

It was clearly better to travel to Plymouth by some faster means of 
conveyance and to join a sailing vessel as an emigrant only after arriving 
in the port. By the late 1840’s there were two available means of 
transport by which emigrants could choose to travel to Plymouth. 
There was the newly-opened South Devon railway which had reached 
Laira by 5 May 1848 and Plymouth on 2 April 1849.9 By 1850 a daily 
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choice of six trains arrived in Plymouth from London, via Bristol and 
Exeter.10 It was also possible to reach Plymouth by regular steam 
packet. William White’s directory reveals the comprehensive services 
focussing on Plymouth which existed in 1850. For example, there were 
twice-weekly steam packets from London, Falmouth and Southampton. 
Services to and from Cork and Dublin were equally frequent and there 
were weekly packets connecting Plymouth with Portsmouth, Bristol, 
the Channel Islands and some French ports.11 By 1862 a regular service 
to Millbay Pier from Liverpool (calling at Penzance) took only 48 hours 
and the fare ranged between fifteen and twenty shillings return.12

The size and importance of the port of Plymouth ensured that 
emigrant vessels could be chartered and victualled with relative ease. 
Respected sail and steamship brokers like Sanders, Stevens & Co. or 
Thomas Nicholson could call on suitable vessels owned by one of 
thirty-odd shipping lines established in Plymouth.13 This advantageous 
facility certainly influenced the Colonial Land and Emigration Com­
mission in reaching its important decision in 1842 to establish Plymouth 
as an official government emigration port.

The large shipping community inevitably encouraged the establish­
ment of numerous emigration agents, or brokers—many being listed in 
contemporary local directories. One of the most respected and enduring 
agencies was started in the Barbican by Mr James B. Wilcocks in 1841. 
White’s Directory of 1850 lists seven emigration agents in Plymouth 
including not only Wilcocks but also Collier & Son (Southside Street), 
William Henry Foulds (6 Marine Place), Fox and Sons (Hoegate 
Street), S. C. Johnson (Parade), Luscombe, Driscoll & Co. (Vauxhall 
Street), and J. Walker (Parade Wharf).14 By the 1860’s there were a 
number of others including Robert Clarke, H. J. Waring and George 
M. Stringer who all had offices on Millbay Pier.15 From an agent it was 
possible as a private individual to purchase a ‘contract’ ticket for a 
direct sailing to Quebec, Australia or the Cape of Good Hope. The 
journey might be made in a vessel belonging to one of the large shipping 
companies which had interests in a number of United Kingdom ports 
such as the Union Shipping Company, the Blackwall Line or the 
Australian Line.16 Alternatively there were the smaller, Plymouth­
based shipping lines such as that of Absolom and Isaac Nicholls 
(Coxside) which began to carry passengers and freight to Canada in 
the late 1830’s.17

Assisted Emigration

Although competition on the Liverpool-New York route had caused 
a very marked reduction in the steerage fare by the mid-nineteenth 
century, private emigration from Plymouth remained relatively
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expensive.18 In sharp contrast to the £3. 10s ticket to New York which 
could be purchased in Liverpool, a steerage passage from Plymouth to 
the Cape cost £31. 10s.19 Cassell’s Emigrants’ Handbook of 1852 quotes 
the price of fares to Australia which then prevailed. The lowest was £15 
which would secure basic provisions and a berth on the steerage deck, 
while a cabin passenger could expect to pay as much as £90.20 Children 
under fourteen were usually permitted half fares and those aged less 
than one year travelled free. Even so, the cost of family emigration was 
clearly beyond the pockets of most ordinary working-class people. Yet 
the Colonial administrators were generally quite eager to attract 
British emigrants although their attitude at any one time depended 
upon current labour needs which obviously fluctuated. Thus the 
Australian Colonies took in a large number of emigrants in the early 
1840’s, in the 1850’s after the Victoria Gold Rush, and again in the 
early 1860’s. But during the late 1860’s and early 1870’s the Australian 
economy slumped and emigration to Canada increased.21 Towards the 
end of the century there were also increasing numbers going to 
Southern Africa and to India. (Fig. 1). Even so, the vast majority of 
emigrants from Britain as a whole headed for the United States which 
was so much more developed than any part of the British Empire, and 
which offered rich economic opportunities. Successive Colonial 
Secretaries considered it desirable to divert some of the emigrants away 
from this foreign destination and towards the Imperial territories. 
They looked with favour on private schemes which aimed to assist 
emigrants to Australia or British North America and, in due course, 
began to sponsor free passages on their own account.22

A tentative early scheme of assisted emigration to Canada was in fact 
promoted by Wilmot Horton, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary at 
the Colonial Office, in the 1820’s. The idea was to finance assisted 
passages for Irish and Scots paupers by borrowing on the security of the 
poor rate or, in Ireland (which then had no Poor Law system), by 
persuading landlords to pay the cost arguing that their gain would be 
an opportunity to rationalise their estates. The government, however, 
drew back from involvement on such a scale; thus neither parish—nor 
landlord-financed emigration ever reached large dimensions.23

New South Wales and Van Dieman’s Land were at this time still 
dominated by convicts and to promote a colony in which the numbers 
of free settlers could rival those of the felons would call for a revised land 
policy and a massive programme of assisted emigration. It was then 
that Edward Gibbon Wakefield began to formulate his ideas on a new 
approach to colonial development. He argued that the Australian 
possessions needed to attract capital, managerial skill and labour but 
that there was an unfortunate tendency under the current land policy



190 EMIGRATION FROM PLYMOUTH IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

for a few capitalists to acquire, by grant, more land than they could 
use, and for labourers to become subsistence farmers rather than work­
ing for employers. Why not sell land rather than grant it ? Setting the 
price at a level which would compel men to work for wages for a few 
years before they could acquire independence provided not only a 
valuable incentive to effort but also a constantly replenished reserve 
of labour upon which capitalists could draw to launch entrepreneurial 
enterprises. In addition—the key to the whole idea—the land revenues 
produced by the scheme could be used to assist emigration.24 Wake­
field’s persuasive arguments began almost immediately to change 
official minds and in 1831 the Colonial Office ruled in favour of selling 
colonial land rather than granting it.25 Meanwhile the Wakefield 
Group launched the settlement of South Australia with a twelve 
shilling per acre minimum price for land. Emigrants were embarked 
at Plymouth. By 183g the New Zealand Company had been formed 
and Wakefield sailed with the first party of settlers to Auckland in the 
Tory which departed from Sutton Harbour.26 A group of local mer­
chants then formed the Plymouth Company of New Zealand in 
January 1840 with the object of buying from Wakefield’s New Zealand 
Company land to which emigrants from Plymouth, Devon and 
Cornwall could be sent. In all some six ships conveyed 897 emigrants 
to the settlement established around New Plymouth on North Island 
before the Company was finally merged into the main New Zealand 
Company.27

By 1835 yet another scheme to assist emigrants to Australia had been 
devised. This was the so-called Bounty System which later came to be 
dominated by the shipowner John Marshall whose interests in Plymouth 
began at this time and will be explored in later sections of this article.28 
Under the system, settlers already in Australia were called upon to 
identify the categories of workers which they most needed and to 
purchase ‘bounty orders’ for them. Agents would then select appro­
priate emigrants in Britain and arrange their passage. On arrival in 
Australia, and subject to their being deemed suitable, the chosen 
emigrants were assured of a job and a refund on the bounty order could 
be obtained. John Marshall organised bounty emigration to Australia 
and later to Cape Colony from both Southampton and Plymouth in the 
1830’s and 1840’s.29

The Plymouth Operations of the Colonial Land and 
Emigration Commission

After its early reticence over direct involvement in the organisation 
of assisted emigration the view of the government began to change. By 
1837 the official attitude had become distinctly more positive and 
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T. F. Elliot was appointed Agent-General for emigration. Although 
Elliot’s primary task was to collect and distribute information he soon 
began to conduct an assisted emigration to New South Wales.30 In 1840 
the Colonial Land and Emigration Commission was established as a 
sub-branch of the Colonial Office and for thirty-five years it organised 
assisted and free passages to Australia, Canada and the Cape, financed 
from colonial land revenues.31 As the Colonies gradually assumed 
responsibility for their own land and emigration policy the work of the 
Commission was superseded and it was finally dissolved early in 1876, 
but the operational framework which it had established served to 
direct colonial emigration until the end of the century.

Vessels were chartered and emigrants selected for a passage on the 
basis of a rigid set of criteria. Because colonial funds were being used, 
those sent out were chosen to meet the needs of the colonial economy 
and the relief of distress at home was always a secondary consideration. 
Many emigrants were granted a free passage, others might be required 
to make a scaled contribution. Those depositing money or land within 
a colony could sometimes nominate friends or relations for a free 
passage. The whole process was very carefully controlled; even the 
accommodation at the port of departure while awaiting embarkation 
was included in the deal.32

Until 1842 government emigrants were despatched from a variety of 
ports including London, Liverpool, Southampton and Plymouth. A 
decision was then taken to regularise the system and nominate London 
and Plymouth as the two official government emigration ports.

The Commissioners’ Plymouth emigration operations were handled 
jointly by the Government Emigration Agent and the Commissioners’ 
Despatching Agent. There was an inevitable overlap between the duties 
of these two men but in general terms the Government Emigration 
Agent was responsible for the administration of the Passenger Acts and 
was thus concerned with all the emigration—both government spon­
sored and private—which took place from Plymouth. The Commis­
sioners’ Agent, on the other hand, was concerned only with govern­
ment-chartered emigrant vessels and their passengers.

Lieut S. H. Hemmans, R.N., was appointed in 1843 as Plymouth’s 
first Government Emigration Agent after transferring from Greenock 
where he had been Agent since 1834.33 (Table I). He received an annual 
salary of £208 5s plus half his navy pay.34 An office was provided for 
him in the Customs House 35 and his main duties included the issue of 
certificates of clearance to emigrant vessels after an inspection to ascer­
tain their standard of general seaworthiness, passenger accommodation, 
victualling (up to the minimum scale required by the Passenger Acts), 
crew, and the stowing of any cargo. He was also required to inspect the
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Table I
Government Emigration Agents in Plymouth

Appointed
1843 Lieut S. H. Hemmans, R.N., transferred from Greenock where he had 

served since 1834.
Dismissed 1847.

1847 Lieut Timothy Carew, R.N.
Resigned 1855.

1855 Capt. C. E. Patey, R.N., spent a year in Londonderry and a year in 
Glasgow after resigning from Liverpool.
Retired 1858.

1858 Commander J. L. R. Stoll, R. N., transferred to Plymouth from Sligo. 
Retiredjan. 1875.
Promoted Rear-Admiral in Dec. 1875.

1875 Civilian Agent Appointed.

Sources: P.R.O. Emigration Original Correspondence, CO 384/80, fo. 98, also 
CO 384/80, fo. 101.
P.R.O. Land and Emigration Commission Papers, CO 386/118, fo. 228, 
also CO 386/2, fo. 108.
Western Daily Mercury, 25 Jan. 1877.

emigrants themselves to ensure that the ship was not overcrowded and 
that there was no sickness aboard.36

A Despatching Agent (also sometimes rather confusingly referred to 
as an Emigration Agent) was not permanently stationed in Plymouth 
until 1848.37 Until then a member of the Commission staff was sent 
down to Plymouth to deal with each vessel as it was about to sail with 
government emigrants. This system worked quite well while the 
amount of emigration remained small. In 1842, for example, vessels 
were despatched by Mr Chant and Mr Alger.38 When emigration from 
Plymouth began to increase in 1846-7 a permanent appointment 
became necessary and the following year, a local man, already familiar 
with emigration matters, James Wilcocks, was selected. His salary was 
set at £200 a year plus an allowance for clerical assistance at the rate of 
£1 per ship.39 The Despatching Agent was responsible for procuring 
supplies for the emigrants and overseeing the accommodation in 
Plymouth and on board ship. He arranged for them to be rowed out to 
the vessels which anchored in the Sound or the Cattewater. In addition 
he was required to muster the emigrants, once on board, to check their 
embarkation orders against official lists.

Likely candidates for assisted and free passages were brought to the 
attention of the Commissioners by a network of semi-official local agents. 
The Colonial Land and Emigration Commission periodically advertised 
for people to act in this capacity.40 In 1842 the remuneration consisted 
of 21 per cent on all land sales transacted, and a fee of £1 for each 
married couple and 7 shillings for each single adult selected for a free 
passage.41
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Fig. 2. The network of Selecting Agents on the pay-roll of the Colonial Land andEmigration 
Commission in South West England, 1842

Figure 2 shows the network of selecting agents at work on behalf of 
the Commissioners in South West England in 1842. Along with 
gradually increasing numbers of Irish emigrants, this was the area 
which supplied Plymouth with most of her government emigrants. 
There would be times when people from further afield embarked in 
Plymouth,42 but generally, a large number of emigrants were fairly 
local. Information and application forms were distributed to likely 
emigrants by the selecting agents. They had no power to promise 
passages but they could advise on the qualifications necessary to ensure 
acceptance by the Commissioners.

The candidates must be sober, industrious, and of good moral character; on all 
which points decisive certificates will be required. They must also be in good 
health, free from all bodily and mental defects, and the adults must be in all 
respects capable of labour, and going out to work for wages.43

Families with more than four children under twelve, widows and 
widowers with young children, unmarried females with children, those 
under eighteen without their parents, and single men (unless ‘balanced’ 
by young women of good character) were deemed ineligible. The 
Commissioners reserved to themselves an ‘unfettered discretion of 
selection’ 44 and their prime object was to supply the colonies with 
healthy young working families who were most likely to permanently 
and successfully settle in these developing lands.48

When an emigrant was accepted by the Commissioners an Embar­
kation Order was issued which named a particular ship and the time and
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place of embarkation. Gassell’s Emigrants’ Handbook pointed out that 
the older the applicant, the greater the contribution he was expected to 
make to his fare.46 (Table II). Although the costs set out in Table II 
obviously varied from year to year, the ratio of charges imposed on 
different age groups remained relatively stable.

Table II
Scale of Payments for Assisted Emigrants to Australia, 1852

Class of Emigrant Under 45
Age Group 

45-50 50-60

I Married agricultural labourers, herdsmen
£ £ £

II

(and for South Australia, Copper Miners) 
and their wives; also women of the 
working classes
Married mechanics and artisans (if deemed

0—I 5 11

III

eligible by the Commissioners) and their 
wives
Single men subject to their being ‘balanced’ 
by single females

0-2 6 14

(a) if accompanying their parents 2 — —

IV
(b) if not accompanying their parents 
Children under fourteen

3
10 shills

— —

Source: Cassell’s Emigrants' Handbook, John Cassell, London (185a) p. 64.

The Emigrant Depot

One of the advantages of selection for a government passage to the 
colonies was that temporary accommodation was provided in the port 
of embarkation and emigrants from Plymouth were therefore never 
subjected to the cruel and inhuman treatment at the hands of runners 
and lodging-house keepers which was the lot of those travelling privately 
to New York from Liverpool. A government emigration depot at 
Deptford catered for those embarking in the Thames and in 1842 the 
Commissioners arranged with Mr John Marshall to lodge their first 
group of emigrants from Plymouth in his depot on Baltic Wharf.47 
(Fig. 3). Marshall seems to have acquired the property in 1835 48 when 
the old Lambhay Victualling Yard owned by the Ordnance Board 
moved to a new complex at Stonehouse.49 The buildings were probably 
used earlier to lodge emigrants en route for Australia and New Zealand 
under the Bounty System, but on 22 February 1842, Stuart Walcott, 
Secretary to the Commissioners, wrote to accept John Marshall’s 
tender to provide accommodation in the Depot for the government 
emigrants who were due to sail for Van Dieman’s Land by the Orleana 
on 4 March 1842. The Commission agreed to pay Marshall is 6d per 
day for each emigrant over fourteen and is od for all those below that



Fig. 3. The Emigrant Depot on Baltic Wharf, Plymouth c. 1856. This map is based on the 1st 
Edn. Large Scale Ordnance Survey Plan {1 : 500) of Plymouth, Sheet 94. Surveyed and engraved 

1855-6. {The depot is not specifically labelled on the O.S. map.)

EMIGRATION FROM PLYMOUTH IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 195



ig6 EMIGRATION FROM PLYMOUTH IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

age.60 In later years a fixed dietry scale was established for use in the 
depots under contract to the Commissioners and this is shown in 
Table III. The day-to-day management of the Depot was entrusted to a 
Teignmouth man, Mr William J. Seward who acted as superintendent. 
His wife, Mary, was ‘matron of the emigrants’ home’.61 (Interestingly, 
the census of 1861 records that Seward’s son-in-law, William Webber, 
was master of the rival depot in Newport Street, which was hired at 
that time by the Commissioners 52).

Table III
Depot Dietry Scale

‘The following is to be the scale for one adult. Women to receive the same as men; 
children between I and 14 to receive one-half:

lb. 0Z-
Fresh beef or mutton 0 12
Bread (best seconds) I 8
Potatoes I 8
Tea 0 o| > Daily
Sugar 0 1
Butter 0 1
Salt 0 1 -

Irish and Scotch emigrants may, if they prefer it, receive one pint of oatmeal and two 
ounces of molasses, in lieu of the tea, sugar and butter. For a portion of the potatoes, 
other vegetables may be substituted, at the option of the contractor, in quantities to be 
approved by the Commissioners’ officer.
The emigrants are to be divided into messes of not less than six nor more than nine 
statute adults each; and the contractors are to provide for the use of each mess, while 
in the depot, the following articles:

Two tin oval dishes about 14 inches long and 4 inches wide, one for meat, the 
other for potatoes; one tin round butter dish about 7 inches in diameter; two 
teapots to hold two quarts each; one tin sugar canister to hold lbs; one mess 
bread basket, 14 inches long, 6J inches deep and 10 inches wide.

And also for each person in the mess:
One plate, one knife and fork, one teaspoon, and one drinking mug.’

Source: Returns Relative to Tenders for Board and Lodging Emigrants (P.P. 1851, XL) 
c. 379> P- r3-

Billing’s Directory of Plymouth (1857) described the Depot on Baltic 
Wharf as a spacious building with 700 emigrant places, commanding a 
fine view of the Sound.63 Extensions were added, and improvements 
made at various times—perhaps the most ambitious were those carried 
out only seven years before the depot closed in 1890.64 At that time, 
Arthur Hill was the owner and in 1883 he increased the capacity of the 
home to 1,118 fixed berths. There were five large mess rooms and it 
was described as ‘the only establishment of its kind on any considerable 
extent in the country’.65
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The Emigrants

The letter-books of the Colonial Office and those of the Colonial 
Land and Emigration Commission provide a valuable and rare 
glimpse of the selecting mechanism at work in the South West. Corres­
pondence between the central authority and their field agents conveys a 
vivid impression of the successes and disappointments of local people 
who hoped to be chosen for free passages and thus an opportunity of a 
better life overseas. More often than not the initial notice that a vessel 
had been chartered to take government emigrants from Plymouth was 
communicated to local agents by letter. Thus in November 1842 
Stuart Walcott wrote to George Pye of High Street, Exeter, informing 
him that the Commission had arranged to despatch the Westminster, 
‘a very fine first class ship of 513 tons burthern’ 68 to New Zealand. 
He went on:

... as we hear that there are so many poor persons about Exeter who are likely 
to be in severe distress from want of employment during the approaching winter 
and who therefore would probably be glad of an opportunity of bettering their 
lot by emigration to our colonies, it has occurred to the Board that they may 
beneficially extend their offers to your neighbourhood.67

After an initial approach of this kind, applications would then be 
forwarded by selecting agents to the Commissioners for processing. The 
overriding object was to secure emigrants most likely to form the 
nucleus of a stable colonial population.58 Young healthy adults, 
preferably married couples with no more than two young children, 
were considered ideal and the rules were often ruthlessly applied. For 
example, Isaac Latimer, the agent for Truro, submitted the applica­
tion of the Menadue family for a free passage aboard the Orleana in 
1842. Secretary Walcott informed Latimer that free passages could be 
granted to James Menadue, his wife and family, as well as to his 
brother-in-law, Michael Cooke and his wife and child. But Walcott’s 
letter went on to point out

. . . a free passage cannot be granted to William Menadue and his wife as their 
ages so far exceed the age prescribed in the regulations. A passage would however 
be given to their son and three daughters, provided the parents could raise the 
means of paying their own passage the base contract price charged to the Com­
missioners which by this ship is £17 17s. od.

This rather chilly refusal was driven home by Walcott’s final observa­
tion

. . . should James Menadue and Michael Cooke refuse to proceed without the 
whole family you will of course return without delay their Embarkation Orders 
to this Office.69

Mr George Jennings, the selecting agent in Liskeard, was hardly more 
successful when he forwarded the applications of eight Cornish families 
for the consideration of the Commissioners. Only two were accepted; 
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all the others were deemed ineligible because each had more than the 
regulation two children under seven years of age.60

It was, however, sometimes worth submitting an application even 
though the exact terms of the regulations could not be met. A good 
example of a case where the rules were waived is that of the Bennett 
family which was recruited by John Geake, the agent for Launceston. 
Richard Bennett, his wife and children, together, with his two sisters 
(Mary and Grace) were all granted free passages by the Commis­
sioners. The decision was taken ‘. . . on account of the eligibility of the 
family of Bennett such that the Board will not object to give him a free 
passage although he is beyond the prescribed age’.61 The Bennett 
children were all over the age of fourteen and the family’s case was 
further strengthened by the addition of Bennett’s two younger sisters. 
An imbalance in the sex ratio in the Australian colonies was a particular 
problem encountered by the Emigration Commissioners who con­
sidered that ‘every single man sent out in excess of the number of single 
women is absolutely useless. He is a mere sojourner . . . leaving nothing 
to replace him when he dies.’ 62 Moreover, unattached male settlers 
had always proved to be more footloose and liable to rush off to the 
gold diggings than married men with family responsibilities. Free 
passages were thus to be granted in equal proportions to both sexes, but 
in practice far more applications were received from men than from 
women. Another applicant put forward by Geake was a young man 
called William Trewin.63 The Board ruled that he could not be granted 
a free passage

unless he is balanced by a single woman proceeding under the immediate care of 
some married relative as the number of single men who have already applied far 
exceeds that of single women.

In this case, however, Trewin was lucky and was eventually granted his 
free passage because Geake managed to find a single female emigrant, 
acceptable to the Board to ‘balance’ him.64

Emigrants selected to sail by a particular vessel were expected to 
make their own way to Plymouth where they would be accommodated 
in Marshall’s Depot while final preparations were made. Many of the 
ships chartered by the Commissioners sailed first from London bringing 
emigrants from the Deptford Depot. The journey from the Thames to 
Plymouth could be subject to delay and those in Marshall’s home were 
frequently kept waiting for up to fourteen days. For many of them, 
away from their native home for the first time and with the hazards of a 
long voyage to contemplate before them, the experience was bewilder­
ing—even frightening. The fears of waiting emigrants were occasionally 
strong enough to reveal themselves even in the cool detached language 
of official correspondence. Thus for example, when the Sir Charles 
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Napier was delayed in the Channel two emigrants from Redruth, 
lodged in the Depot wrote to the Commissioners via the Plymouth 
Post Office. Judging by the reply their letter seems to have contained a 
flood of anxious questions which seem to betray their mounting 
apprehensions. They had asked questions about the embarkation 
order; they wanted to know about provisions and mess cards for the 
voyage, and they even asked about the possibility of life insurance.65

The cases instanced so far reflect the great majority of applications 
which were received and adjudicated by the Board of Commissioners 
but there were occasionally cases where a decision was taken on humani­
tarian rather than economic or demographic grounds. In situations 
where a husband had previously emigrated alone the Commissioners 
were sometimes prepared to pay for his wife to join him. Applications 
for this type of assistance generally far outweighted the number which 
the Commissioners were willing to grant. Many requests were directed 
to the Colonial Secretary himself but it was usual practice for these to 
be passed over to the Board. One such application was received from 
Susan Bickell of Walkhampton in Devon who explained that her 
husband had emigrated to Van Dieman’s Land and that she wanted to 
join him.66 John Walpole, the assistant secretary to the Commission 
replied that more details on the circumstances of her husband’s 
emigration were required before any decision could be taken.67

The practice of transporting convicts produced yet another category 
of applications for free pa '.sages to Australia. Mary Billon of St Andrew 
Street, Plymouth wrote a poignant letter to the Commissioners in 1842 
asking about the transportation of her son—a former inmate of Park­
hurst Prison. She was informed that he had sailed from Cowes to 
Auckland, New Zealand aboard the St George a month earlier.68 In 
exceptional circumstances the Board would assist the emigration of 
close relatives of convicts to reunite them in the Australian Colonies.69

Irish Emigration from Plymouth

During the period when emigrants were despatched from Plymouth 
under Wakefield’s Land Scheme and under the Bounty System, many 
had come initially from Ireland. This tradition was resumed by the 
Colonial Land and Emigration Commissioners when they began to 
assist emigration from Ireland to the colonies in the late 1840’s. In fact 
there had been very little government emigration from Plymouth in 
1843, 1844 and 1845. No free passages had been granted although there 
were some assisted emigrants who joined vessels from London which 
called at Plymouth en route for Australia.70

In 1846, 39 free passages were granted to Irish emigrants embarking 
in Plymouth.71 During the following year numbers leapt to 1,188 and
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by 1853, during the previous eight years, no fewer than 26,166 Irish 
free passages had been provided in Plymouth. (Table IV). These were 
of course years of great distress in Ireland caused by the famine and the 
people to whom the government offered free passages represented a 
rather different category of emigrants to those previously discussed. 
The Irish were destitute and weakened by months of hunger. Their 
resources—both physical and financial—were exhausted and the 
Commissioners came to realise that a more comprehensive system of 
help would be needed to effect the successful emigration of these people. 
The additional aid took two forms. Although the rigorous selection 
procedure was retained in order to yield parties of Irish emigrants 
which would be economically and demographically acceptable to the 
colonies, their passage from Cork or Dublin to Plymouth was paid by 
the Commission. Other groups of emigrants were customarily left to 
find their own way to the port of embarkation but from 1847-53 a 
total of £10,992 was spent in transporting emigrants from Ireland by 
steamer to Marshall’s Depot in Plymouth. (Table IV).

Table IV
The Emigrant Depot on Baltic Wharf, Plymouth 1842-53

Tear
Cost to 

Commissioners
Number of Emigrants 
with FREE Passage

Cost of bringing Irish 
to Depot by Steamer

Total Irish
£ --------------------------------- . £

1842 118 11 0 579 (Cannot be Nil
ascertained)

1843 Nil
1844 Nil
1845 Nil
1846 176 14 9 1518 39
1847 1045 I 0 2906 1188 238 19 9
1848 2669 I 10 6737 1840 410 13 7
1849 4903 6 4 12297 7040 2232 13 0
1850 2244 II II 5489 4045 171i i 6
1851 2954 3 9 8636 4797 2632 2 9
1852 2471 2 2 6528 3163 1607 19 7
1853 2254 14 5 7006 4054 2158 12 0

Totals £18,737 7 2 51,696 26,166 10,992 2 2

Source: P.R.O. Land and Emigration Commission Papers CO 386/118, fos. 73—4.

Even so, many Irish were very poorly indeed when they arrived in 
England. Giving evidence to the Parliamentary Select Committee on 
the Passengers’ Act (1851) Mr Sylvester Redmond, a newspaper 
reporter, said he had seen steamers bringing Irish emigrants to Ply­
mouth ‘in a state that no language can describe’. 72 Undoubtedly their 
enfeebled state reduced their ability to endure the ordeal of a 48 hour 
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trip but the conditions on the steamers were also to blame. Redmond 
remarked that he has seen

. . . from i oo to 300 passengers exposed on the deck . . . the sea washing over the 
deck, completely drenching the unfortunate people.73

There were moreover many cases, claimed Redmond, of passengers 
being unconscious for several hours after suffering the cold, wet 
journey on the decks of the steamer.74 In theory government emigrants 
were supposed to be afforded cover on the steamer but more often than 
not the cattle, pigs and other livestock which shared the vessel were 
gathered beneath the tarpaulins, while the passengers got wet.

The second form of additional aid arranged by the Commissioners 
for destitute Irish emigrants was a fund raised amongst Irish land­
lords.76 Depositors were asked to specify who the money was for and 
how it was to be spent in the colonies. The intention was to provide 
small sums for needy emigrants when they reached their destination 
which would enable them to buy provisions and other essential items.77

In spite of these additional arrangements the wretched and debili­
tated Irish emigrants who arrived in Plymouth posed a considerable 
problem for the emigration agent and depot superintendent in the port. 
An outbreak of infectious disease—especially typhus—was a constant 
threat. The Commissioners in London were clearly much concerned 
about the risk of an epidemic at the Plymouth Depot when they asked 
the then Government Emigration Agent, Lieut Timothy Carew, R.N., 
for a report on the precautions which were being taken. His reply 
gives a valuable picture of the depot and its management at that 
critical time.

Government Emigration Office 
Plymouth.

gjr April 1 st, 1848.
In reply to your letter of yesterdays date, I beg to inform you that I consider the 
Government Depot at this Port to possess every facility for washing the Emigrants 
and for Purifying their Clothes, there is a large apartment on the ground floor 
40 feet by 37 feet fitted up expressly with troughs and in fact every necessary con­
venience for washing with an unlimited supply of fresh water. On the arrival of 
the Emigrants before any are permitted to enter the eating or sleeping apartments, 
the women are first obliged to strip off their clothing and to undergo a thorough 
cleansing with soap and water. When they have undergone that process the men 
are introduced and go through a similar one. This is invariably the practice, and 
one I believe which will tend much to keep them in health.
The boxes are then examined and the Clothing narrowly inspected by Mrs 
Seward the wife of the Depot Master. The clothing is well washed and dried, and 
should there be the slightest reason for suspicion there are Ovens where a thorough 
purification would be effected by baking.
There are no regular baths in the establishment but there are portable baths 
which would be used if it were deemed necessary.

I have the honour to be Sir
Your very obedient Servant

Timothy Carew78
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In fact the health record of the Depot remained good throughout the 
period of heavy emigration from Ireland. In 1852 Lieut Carew told a 
health inquiry that during his five year term in Plymouth there had 
been only 25 deaths in the Depot. At a rough estimate this amounts to a 
mortality rate of only 0.6 per thousand—an astonishing achievement 
in view of the plight of the Irish in this period. It is a record which 
seems to justify the sum of £16,000 which was expended in those years 
on depot accommodation for the free-passage emigrants in Plymouth.80 
(Table IV).

Welfare of Government Emigrants in Plymouth

Over the years the care of government emigrants during their stay in 
Plymouth became increasingly comprehensive. For instance, in 1853 
arrangements were devised for regular medical aid at the Depot. Until 
then the surgeons appointed to a ship were expected to take medical 
charge of the emigrants as soon as they began arriving in the port. In 
the case of Plymouth, however, many emigrants joined vessels which 
began the voyage in London where naturally the ship’s surgeon also 
embarked. Thus there was always a delay before he could attend any 
patients waiting in Plymouth. In serious cases local practitioners would 
have to be sent for on an ad hoc basis to attend the sick in the Depot on 
Baltic Wharf. This was clearly both inefficient and uneconomic, and 
the new arrangement allowed for a regular agreement with a local 
medical man to attend government depots in the absence of ship’s 
surgeons. A scale of very modest charges was agreed.81

In the best Victorian tradition the Commissioners were ever mindful 
of the need to attend to the moral and religious welfare of government 
emigrants. Thus in February 1853 the Commissioners applied to the 
Treasury for permission to appoint a Chaplain at each of their depots 
at a salary of£ioo per annum.82

At Plymouth the Depot and the ships in the Sound have for many years been 
attended by the Rev. Mr Childs the incumbent of St Mary’s, Plymouth ... to 
Mr Childs we have at different times received the Secretary of State’s authority 
to offer gratuities in acknowledgment of the services rendered by him to govern­
ment emigrants.83

A chaplain was duly appointed and in 1857 Billing’s Directory records 
that the Rev. Frank Barnes of Trinity Parsonage was employed as 
Chaplain at the Depot.84

The Commissioners’ concern for high moral standards of behaviour 
is evident in their decision taken in February 1847 to dismiss the first 
Government Emigration Officer for Plymouth, Lieut S. H. Hemmans, 
R.N. (Table I). Hemmans was primarily charged with failing to 
adequately inspect government vessels including thr Princess Royal and 
the Theresa which sailed from Plymouth in 1846. It seems he also 
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neglected to attend at the Depot to muster the emigrants. A further 
set of charges, however, were that he had been seen ‘dancing round the 
capstan with some of the female emigrants’ on board the Canton, and 
that he had addressed ‘improper and indecent remarks to two young 
females’ on board the Princess Royal.35

Although Hemmans begged the Commissioners to reconsider their 
decision, they remained intransigent.86 ‘A want of alacrity and order’ 
was one thing, but setting a bad example by ‘low’ behaviour was 
beyond excuse. The case was referred to the Colonial Secretary, Earl 
Grey, who ruled that it was a matter for the Commissioners although 
he minuted the correspondence to the effect that he took a very grave 
view of the conduct of this officer.87 Hemmans was duly dismissed and 
Lieut Carew replaced him in March, 1847.

While official improvements were gradually made to cater for the 
health and spiritual needs of emigrants during their sojourn in Plymouth, 
the task of keeping them occupied while they waited in the Depot was 
left in the hands of private organisations. One of the best known and 
most active was the Plymouth branch of the British Ladies’ Female 
Emigrants Society which had an office in Commercial Road. The 
Countess of Mount Edgcumbe was patron of the branch which ad­
ministered advice and instruction to emigrants waiting in the port.88 
Supplies of haberdashery were also made available to female emigrants 
in order to keep them occupied with needlework. Similar supplies were 
often placed on board emigrant ships so that women could keep busy 
on the long and tedious ocean voyage. The Emigration Commissioners 
greatly appreciated the good work of the British Ladies’ Society and 
frequently applied to the Colonial Secretary and the Lords Commis­
sioners for the Treasury for permission to reimburse the expense of 
needles, thread and other materials provided for government emi­
grants.89 Thus in 1855 a sum of £51. 8s was agreed for haberdashery 
put on board six emigrant ships recently departing from Plymouth.90

Rivalry with Southampton

Official government emigration brought undoubted economic 
benefits to Plymouth. Quite apart from the sums paid by the Com­
missioners for accommodation in Marshall’s Depot (the supplying of 
which was put out to local tender 91), some of those about to depart 
could be expected to buy for themselves clothing and other personal 
items from Plymouth traders. Male emigrants were recommended to 
procure ‘two complete sets of exterior clothing, six shirts, six pairs of 
stockings and two pairs of shoes’, while women were advised to take 
‘six shifts, two flannel petticoats, six pairs of stockings, two pairs of 
shoes, and two gowns’.92 In addition, government emigrants were told 
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that they would need three sheets for each berth on board ship as well 
as four towels and 2 lbs of soap for each person. Most emigrants would 
also wish to buy supplies of food to supplement the rations provided on 
board. Thus waiting emigrants could clearly generate considerable 
local business.

Coastal steamer operators could expect fairly regular passenger loads 
as emigrants were brought to the Plymouth rendezvous to await 
embarkation. Indeed the trade as a whole brought valuable profits 
and employment to Plymouth which other ports became increasingly 
anxious to share.

The town councils and business communities in both Bristol and 
Southampton tried hard to persuade the Emigration Commissioners of 
the advantages to be gained by transferring the trade to their ports and 
away from London and Plymouth. Bristol’s case was probably weaker. 
Very little private emigration business was carried on there with the 
inevitable result that the chartering of vessels was relatively expensive. 
Nevertheless in 1854 the authorities in Bristol applied to the Colonial 
Land and Emigration Commission to be made a government emigration 
port. A swift and emphatic rejection of the application ended Bristol’s 
hopes.93

A bid on behalf of Southampton was made a few years earlier when 
in December 1850 a memorial from the town council was despatched 
to the Colonial Secretary. Although this first application was rejected, 
the port of Southampton did have two distinct advantages in its favour. 
First, unlike Bristol, local traders and shipowners did have considerable 
experience of the emigration business and, secondly, the London & 
South Western Railway Company announced its willingness not only 
to transport emigrants from London to Southampton on very favourable 
terms, but also to make available the disused terminus buildings at 
Nine Elms as a collecting depot where emigrants could assemble before 
going down to the port to embark.94 Although the Commissioners 
informed the Colonial Secretary, Earl Grey, that their establishments at 
Deptford and Plymouth were ‘fully sufficient to their needs’95 and 
engaged on ‘very advantageous terms’, they were clearly interested in 
the railway company’s novel offer. (No doubt they recalled their own 
attempt in 1848 to secure special terms for emigrants making their way 
to Plymouth by rail, which had met with a characteristically negative 
and unhelpful response from the South Devon Railway Company.98

Southampton considered it worthwhile to renew the bid the following 
year when all the contracts for government depots were up for renewal. 
An advertisement calling for tenders appeared in The Times on 10 
March 1851.97 Richard Cooper again offered his Deptford depot, 
while Frederick Marshall (who by now had taken over John Marshall’s 
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various properties) offered the premises on Baltic Wharf, Plymouth.88 
But the London & South Western Railway Company, together with 
Southampton Town Council submitted an extremely strong tender 
which included a very full set of comparative costings to demonstrate 
the advantages of using their port for Government emigrants.99 The 
Commissioners were impressed and although the Plymouth and Dept­
ford depots were re-engaged on this occasion, it was clear that the 
challenge could not be resisted much longer.

For a time there was a real chance that operations in Plymouth would 
all be transferred to Southampton. In the event, however, it was the 
Deptford depot which lost its contract in November 1852, mainly 
because the Police Commissioners had alerted the Colonial Secretary 
to the fact that Cooper’s premises contravened the new Lodging Houses 
Act. The balance was finally tipped by the very favourable terms offered 
by the London & South Western Railway Company and the Southamp­
ton Docks Committee. The Nine Elms terminus and a supplementary 
depot in the Southampton Docks were to be provided at a rate of 
only is 3d per head per day while the emigrants were to be transported 
from London to Southampton by rail for only 5 shillings per person.100

Plymouth retained its government contract but there can be no 
doubt that, from then on, an increasing share of the emigrant trade was 
handled by Southampton. In view of the favourable depot rates at 
Nine Elms, many began to question Marshall’s monopoly of the govern­
ment depot contract. By 1852 he was claiming is gd per day for the 
first three days and is 6d for subsequent days.101 An added cost 
attracted by using the Baltic Wharf depot was that of rowing the emi­
grants out to their vessel which had to anchor in the Sound. In 
Southampton the ships could moor alongside and the emigrants could 
embark direct from the quay.102 When Millbay Docks were enlarged 
and developed 103 there was an attempt to obtain the use of the old 
prisons near the quay as an alternative depot to that on Baltic Wharf.104 
Although empty, the prison buildings were technically the property of 
the Board of Ordnance and the plan was ultimately thwarted by the 
Master-General’s refusal to release them for use by government 
emigrants.105

For the moment therefore, the Baltic Wliarf premises continued to 
retain the government contract. In fact it was a health problem rather 
than a question of cost or access which decided the Commissioners to 
briefly transfer government emigrants to another depot in the 1860’s. 
A measles epidemic in Plymouth had taken a particularly serious toll 
in the Baltic Wharf Depot and some empty warehouse buildings at 30 
Newport Street (Stonehouse) were in use by government emigrants 
when the Census of 1861 was taken.106
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The Last Years of the Century

As the dominions and colonies began to organise emigration from 
Britain on their own account the importance of the Colonial Land and 
Emigration Commission began to decline. In April 1876 the Chairman 
of the Commission for thirty years, Sir Thomas Murdoch, announced 
his retirement.107 This was the signal to wind up the Commissioners’ 
operations and all its remaining responsibilities were transferred to the 
Crown Agents. Emigration was left entirely in the hands of the colonial 
administrations.

In Plymouth a civilian government emigration officer was appointed 
to succeed Rear-Admiral Stoll 108 (Table I), while the selection of 
emigrants and the arrangements for their embarkation were handled by 
agents for New South Wales, South Australia, New Zealand and 
Canada.109 The emigration depot on Baltic Wharf continued in opera­
tion and a Western Daily Mercury report of 1883 gives a rare glimpse of the 
premises towards the end of the century at the peak of emigration from 
Plymouth to Cape Colony and Australia. Arthur Hill of Reading was 
the owner and the depot was managed by Samuel Gant. It could 
accommodate 900 people in its large white-washed dormitories. 
Although suspected as the source of an outbreak of typhus on board the 
ship Oxford, the depot was entirely exonerated and pronounced to be 
‘a pattern of cleanliness and comfort.’ 110

The great age of emigration was however drawing to a close. By 1888 
although numbers remained relatively large, Samuel Gant was 
apparently able to combine his duties as depot master with his business 
as an ‘importer of musical instruments.’ 111 Two years later the depot 
was closed and the premises had been converted into a Government 
Torpedo Depot; Gant had moved to 11 Princess Square.112 The build­
ings were finally demolished in 1934 to make way for Madeira Road. 
No physical trace thus remains of Plymouth’s contribution to nine­
teenth-century emigration but there can be no doubt of the significance 
of that contribution. Although the figures cannot be regarded as entirely 
accurate, official records indicate that during the period of the Colonial 
Land and Emigration Commission, 1840-1873 some 212,855 people 
departed from Plymouth and by 1898 well over 400,000 souls had left 
from this port.
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