
UNIT 3 : Changes in Patterns of Migration c.1500 to the present day

What sort of impact have immigrants made on British society?

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD : c.1500-1700s

Immigrants will almost inevitably have an impact on the 
communities they enter. Unless it is a mass expulsion like 
that of the Ugandan Asians, immigrants tend to be younger 
and more economically active than the population as a 
whole. Generally, therefore, they make a positive contribution 
to the host country.

The early modern period

The Huguenots brought with them a range of skills that 
helped to transform Britain from an agricultural nation into an 
industrial economy. They made their presence felt in range of 
occupations – in banking, in industries like clock making and 
paper production, in the book trade, the arts and the army, 
on the stage and in teaching. Huguenots were also some 
of the main investors in the Bank of England which allowed 
the government to borrow money to fight wars which grew 
the Empire. The first Governor of the Bank of England, John 
Houblon, was a Huguenot. Among the leading Huguenots 
were the actor David Garrick who helped rehabilitate 
Shakespeare and John Dollond who started a firm making 
optical instruments, which later grew into Dollond and 
Aitchison opticians.

The majority of African and Asian migrants in the UK 
seem to have lived quiet lives in a range of occupations, 
e.g. shoemaker, needle maker and servant However, some 
became more prominent members of society. Catalina de 
Cordones arrived with Catherine of Aragon in 1501 and 
served as Lady of the Bedchamber for 26 years. John 
Blanke served both Henry VII and King Henry VIII as a royal 
trumpeter. Perhaps the best-known person of African descent 
was Olaudah Equiano, a former slave, who became famous 
in the late 18th century for his campaign to end slavery.

Lascars, Indian or Asian seamen, played an important role 
on British merchant ships from the 17th century onwards. 
3000 of them were killed on ships carrying supplies to Britain 
during the First World War. 

WELSH EXAMPLES : The earliest migrants who came to 
Wales seem to have been generally welcome. They brought 
with them the skills to develop industry and would have 
helped create work for the local population.

INDUSTRIAL PERIOD : c.1800s

Most 19th century immigrants were from poorer areas of Europe and 
tended to be uneducated and lacking in skills. Though they were often 
met with initial hostility and suspicion, most did assimilate and had a 
significant impact on economic and social life.

The Irish arrived in large numbers during the famine of the 1840s. By 
1861 they made up 3% of the population. Though poorly educated 
they were prepared to work for low wages at a time when labour 
was in demand. They played a major part in creating Britain’s canal 
and railway networks, as well as building Britain’s industrial towns 
and other projects e.g. Cardiff docks. They had an impact on various 
areas of life e.g. in politics the Chartist leader Feargus O’Connor 
campaigned for votes for working class men, Oscar Wilde and George 
Bernard Shaw were leading playwrights, while the boxer “Peerless” 
Jim Driscoll from Cardiff fought in America for the world title.

The Jews who migrated to Britain also had a significant impact, 
though there were fewer of them. In the early 19th century bankers 
like the Rothschilds helped finance the industrial revolution, while 
in politics Benjamin Disraeli helped reshape social attitudes. After 
1880 there was a new wave of poor Jewish immigrants from eastern 
Europe. They settled primarily in large industrial cities e.g. the East 
End, which became a centre in the production of cheap clothes 
for the mass market. Firms like Marks and Spencer, Burtons and 
Moss Bros began there and had a huge impact on the British high 
street. The Jewish population increased from 46,000 in 1880 to 
about 250,000 in 1919. A negative impact of this was the growth of 
the British Brothers League, an anti-immigration group, and a rise in 
racism.

Some Italians came to Britain in the early 19th century as skilled 
artisans, making barometers and other instruments, who contributed 
to the economic wealth of the country. However, in the late 19th 
century a new wave of poor, economic migrants arrived. They opened 
cafes and ice cream parlours, which helped change the face of 
Britain’s high streets. The Bank Holiday Act created more leisure time 
for UK workers and their cafes became part of Britain’s social life. 
They were not usually seen as being in direct competition with British 
workers. Among the more famous Italians were Guglielmo Marconi, 
the inventor of the radio and Dame Adelina Patti the opera singer who 
built herself a mansion at Craig-y-Nos in the Swansea Valley.

WELSH EXAMPLE : In Wales, Irish migrants worked across the 
industrial areas e.g. they helped build Cardiff docks. Italian cafes – 
Bracchi shops – were a common feature in Welsh towns and by the 
late 19th century.

MODERN PERIOD : c.1900s-present day

The level of immigration fell in the first half of the 20th century. However, 
many Jews who fled to Britain from Nazi Germany brought business 
experience and set up firms e.g. on the Treforest Trading Estate, near 
Pontypridd. Others brought medical skills e.g. Dr Ludwig Guttman, a 
neurosurgeon, who treated many injured soldiers . After World War II he set 
up the Stoke Mandeville Games for those with war injuries. This was the 
forerunner of the modern Paralympics.

WELSH EXAMPLE : Many sailors who arrived in the coal ports of Wales in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries helped develop the Welsh economy. 
Men from the Caribbean, Yemen, Somalia and West Africa served on ships. 
Their role became even more important in World War I when they replaced 
merchant seamen who were called up to the Royal Navy. 

The post-war period

Commonwealth immigrants had a huge impact in economic life. They 
helped to staff the newly created NHS and worked on transport in the 
major cities. They also influenced cultural life in Britain e.g. reggae and later 
Bhangra music influenced our musical tastes. Our eating habits have also 
changed. Indian and Chinese takeaways and restaurants have become 
as familiar on our high streets as Italian cafes had been in the early 20th 
century. The traditional British fish and chips has fallen behind Chinese, 
Indian and pizza in terms of popularity. In sport, Commonwealth migrants 
and their descendants have represented Britain at the highest level, as 
football, rugby and cricket and won Olympic gold medals. 

EU migration increased rapidly in the 21st century. Like the Commonwealth 
immigrants they often took jobs that UK citizens did not want e.g. in 
agriculture, social care and hospitality. There is also no clear evidence to 
show that they have taken jobs from local people or had a negative effect 
on wages. In fact, evidence seems to suggest that they have had a positive 
impact on Britain’s economy. The average EU migrant tends to be quite 
young and less likely to make use of the NHS or government benefits than 
the average UK citizen. They also pay more in taxes to the UK government 
than the average UK resident, though it is argued that they have added to 
pressures on housing and school places in some areas.

The high level of EU migration also played a significant part in the 
outcome of the 2016 referendum on the EU, which the Leave side won. 
EU migration to Britain has since declined noticeably. In the year before the 
referendum, EU migration was 189,000; by 2018 it had fallen to 57,000 – 
the lowest since 2009. How much of that is a direct result of the decision 
to leave is uncertain, but the vote to leave and the Brexit process over the 
past few years has clearly had an impact.


