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

What impact have emigrants had on their destinations?

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD : c.1500-1700s

The impact of emigrants from the UK has varied, depending 
on the time and place. While they helped develop the 
economies of their new homes, their impact on the native 
peoples e.g. in America and Australia, was often devastating.

The early Puritans had a huge impact on the development 
of modern America. They wanted to create a “city upon a 
hill”; a perfect society that would be an example to the world. 
• Their belief that everyone was equal in the eyes of God 

also applied to politics. In town meetings everyone had 
the right to speak, vote on decisions and help choose 
the town council. This was the beginning of American 
democracy. We can see their influence in the Declaration 
of Independence in the words “all men are created equal”.

• They believed in covenants (agreements) in all aspects 
of their lives. When America gained independence, the 
first task for their politicians was to write a constitution, 
setting out the rules about how America would be 
governed. 

• Puritans believed that to understand God’s will, a person 
needed to read the Bible. This meant that they valued 
education. They set up the first universities in America 
which spread their ideas about government and society 
e.g. religious freedom, the right to justice etc.

• They emphasised the importance of self-reliance and 
hard work and meant that the economy of the colonies 
developed rapidly. Many of the values we associate with 
the U.S. today such as individualism, strong work ethic 
and optimism, can be traced back to the Puritans.

The impact on the native population was not as positive. 
The Wampanoags, who had helped the Pilgrim Fathers, 
ended up losing all their land when more colonists arrived. 
After a war in 1675-6 only 400 of the tribe were left. 
The Wampanoags were not unique. War and disease were 
among the negative experiences that many native people 
experienced. They also lost their lands and had their 
cultures suppressed.  

WELSH EXAMPLE : As early as 1696 the Welsh American 
Quaker was attacking slavery. He persuaded some of his 
fellow Quakers not to own slaves, but it was not until 1865 
that slavery ended. 
Sixteen of the 56 men who signed the American Declaration 
of Independence were of Welsh descent, as were some of 
the early presidents, including Thomas Jefferson and James 
Monroe.

INDUSTRIAL PERIOD : c.1800s

The thousands of British skilled workers e.g. Welsh iron workers, 
miners and quarrymen who emigrated in the 19th century had a huge 
impact and helped develop the economies of the host countries. 
This was particularly true of the USA which became the world’s 
largest economy by the early 20th century. 

On the other hand, though the British government encouraged 
migration to the colonies, British emigrants often experienced 
opposition from native peoples e.g. the Maori in New Zealand and 
Zulus in South Africa whose lands they were attempting to colonise. 
The Indian mutiny in 1857 also showed that the British were not 
always welcomed as rulers. 

Irish emigration to America had an impact on many areas of 
American life. Their arrival was opposed by the Protestant, anti-
immigration ”Know Nothing Party” – which was openly anti-Irish. 
In response the Irish supported the Democrat Party which was 
more tolerant of immigrants. In cities like New York, Irish community 
leaders delivered the Irish vote for the Democrats. In these cities the 
Irish dominated many areas of public life, working as city workers, 
policemen and female teachers. They also organised industrially. The 
Molly Maguires defended Irish workers through attacking vindictive 
employers. Irishmen also became prominent in the development 
of the trade union movement which worked to improve pay and 
conditions.

The Irish also had a major impact on America’s economic 
development. They arrived as the USA was beginning to industrialise. 
Irish labour helped build railways, roads and towns. Irish women 
were also in demand as maids, cooks and childminders. The Irish 
community was cohesive. Today, the St Patrick’s Day parade in New 
York is the biggest in the world.

WELSH EXAMPLE: Welsh industrial workers emigrated to many parts 
of the world, helping develop local industries e.g. the steel mills and 
coal mines in Pennsylvania and Ohio, the gold fields of Ballarat in 
Australia and the steelworks in Hughesovka in Russia.

Men and women of Welsh descent also got involved in Politics in 
the USA. In the years leading up to the Civil War in the USA, Levi 
and Catherine Coffin, descendants of Welsh Quakers, helped 2,000 
slaves escape via the “underground railway”. During the Civil War, the 
President of the Confederacy was also of Welsh descent. 

MODERN PERIOD : c.1900s-present day

Emigration from the UK continued into the 20th century, though not on 
the scale seen in the 19th century. Emigrants settled mainly in parts of the 
world where English was already the dominant language and where society 
was settled and peaceful. The use of Assisted Passage schemes e.g. by 
Australia and Canada show that skilled workers were still needed.

Some parts of the British empire such as Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand became self-governing in the 19th century. During the 20th century, 
and particularly following World War II, colonies in Africa, Asia and the 
Caribbean also gained their independence. However, though the empire no 
longer exists, links between Britain and the Commonwealth remain.

• In many countries worldwide, English is the first language and in 
others such as India, English is a common language which most 
educated people can understand. Most of these countries have also 
become democracies (with India being the world’s largest) in which 
freedom of speech and other rights are protected. 

• Close political and cultural links remain. Over 50 nations, representing 
1/3 of the world’s population, are members of the Commonwealth of 
Nations.

• Sports like football, rugby and cricket also spread across the world. 
Cricket and rugby, in particular, are sports that are generally only played 
in countries that were once part of the British Empire. 

WELSH EXAMPLE: Individual Welsh men and women have made their 
mark in many countries. Actors and singers like Richard Burton, Anthony 
Hopkins, Matthew Rhys and Tom Jones had had success in America. 
Australia has had two Prime Ministers of Welsh descent – Billy Hughes 
(1915-23) and Julia Gillard who became Australia’s first female PM in 2010.


