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    An unidentified bobbin collector in a Lancashire cotton mill. Many of the bride-ship women had worked in these mills before emigrating to British Columbia.

    COURTESY OF OLDHAM LOCAL STUDIES AND ARCHIVES, OLDHAM, ENGLAND.

  


  To the memory of

  Bert and Margaret Sykes

  emigrants on a latter-day bride-ship


  


  Whatever spaces or tentative interpretations still exist in this incomplete investigative report remain mine and mine alone.

  Peter Johnson, 2002


  


  Introduction

  The Bride-Ships and the Filles du Roi


  When the Marcella, the Tynemouth, the Robert Lowe and the Alpha arrived in Victoria between 1862 and 1870, they brought over a hundred single women to the west coast. They were destined to become the wives not only of businessmen in the two colonies, but also of other workers, who burrowed feverishly into the muck of the gold-rich mountains. Many, as was the custom for unmarried women of the time, found shelter and service with the genteel aristocracy of Victoria. Others grew rich in infamy under gas-lights of a different kind. Their story is part of the shaping of this province; it is a tale of miners and murderers, of racism and respectability, of family and faith.


  Gold brought the men, the men brought the missionaries and the missionaries brought the women. When gold fever hit the Fraser River in 1858, the race was on, not just to secure the yellow metal for personal fortunes but to secure a country. The gold camps along the Fraser River canyons grew into towns and showed unhappy signs of violence — a territory larger than France was at risk. The men must stay and settle down and the key to that colonial security, it was felt by many, was women.


  It wasn’t a new idea at all. Marriageable women had already been shipped out to New Orleans, to New Zealand and to the vast, empty continent of Australia. They had first been sent to Canada as the Filles du Roi, the “King’s Daughters.” Beginning in 1663, the French Crown paid the passage for over 800 single young women in a decade to emigrate to New France and become wives for the soldiers and settlers of France’s colony in the New World. King Louis XIV promised each woman a dowry as soon as she married a member of the disbanded Carignan-Salieres regiment in Quebec City or one of the thousands of bachelor farmers throughout the colony. The Filles du Roi themselves readily agreed to keep the Catholic faith, raise families and essentially secure the fledgling colony of New France for a faraway crown.


  There are some similarities between the Filles du Roi and the women of British Columbia’s bride-ships. Both groups were caught up in the maelstrom of an unstable time at home. Many of the French emigrants were from the religious orphanages around Paris while many of the British were from Anglican orphanages around London. Most were young girls, barely in their teens. Both groups were sponsored and most of the girls had their passage paid for by powerful religious and humanitarian agencies. Their respective voyages out to the New World were equally fraught with terror and when they arrived, all the women were wards of an overly intrusive colonial government. Most of those eligible married, and only a few chose the single life; some prospered, some encountered heart-wrenching tragedy, while others were reduced to derelict and degraded lives. Many of their descendants are alive and thriving in Quebec and British Columbia today. The resemblances, however, end there.


  The men that the women of British Columbia’s bride-ships came to marry were not peasant farmers who wished only to settle down, work the land and worship as they had done in Europe for centuries. The pioneers on this coast had different fires in their bellies.


  The experiment in social engineering that sent the bride-ships to British Columbia was doomed from the outset. The single women who arrived on the four ships were caught between two clashing ideologies: the Anglican missionaries who represented a patronizing institution that demanded obedience and compliance and the Female Middle-Class Emigration Society, an early English feminist organization, which aimed to send independent, educated women to the frontier.


  The story of British Columbia’s bride-ships is more complicated than the one started in France. The novelist and social critic Charles Dickens plays a major role, as does the richest woman in all England. The story is shaped, too, by elevated debate in the London Times, in letters penned to the press from the parlours of leading 19th-century English feminists such as Maria Rye and Bessie Parkes. Gentlemen travellers, officers of the Royal Navy, hardened frontier journalists, diarists and the sharpened voices of the colonial governing class all have their say. And all the while, like the mournful air of an Irish lament, one hears the muted voices of many displaced young women.


  Here, then, are the women of British Columbia’s bride-ships, the context of the times which set them on their way, their passage across cruel oceans and their work, liaisons and marriages. These are extraordinary stories of ordinary human beings who made profound contributions to the world of 1862, and thence to our own time. The adventures of these women, the angst they suffered and the success they achieved make a tale of truly epic proportions. Like Milton’s Satan, theirs is a pilgrimage through chaos; their stories, taken together, are symbolic of the larger human condition.


  Chapter One

  Liberalism and Squalor:

  London in Queen Victoria’s Heyday


  
    I stretch lame hands of faith and grope


    And gather dust and chaff, and call


    To what I feel is Lord of all


    And faintly trust the larger hope.1

  


  The moment had finally come. Florence Wilson had marked off each long day with a pencil on a plank of boxwood beneath her berth. At night she would lie on her straw mattress, listening to the constant, fearsome thundering of the ship and run her fingers over the ever-increasing number of small grooves. Florence wondered often if she or the Tynemouth would survive the voyage. She believed that it was only by God’s mercy that they both had. Even now, warmed by the afternoon sun and assured by the soft green hills that closed around the inlet, she remembered the horror of that voyage.


  “It’s been 106 long days, Sophie, if you count the last two at anchor.”


  “I’ve counted every dreadful minute,” Sophia Shaw retorted, “and I’ll not stop counting until my feet touch land again. Flo, it’s over, can you believe it? We are actually going ashore.”


  They laughed, clapped and jumped about on deck. They were now on board a Royal Navy gunboat, HMS Forward, steaming up Victoria’s inner harbour. The magical word “ashore” was moments away. Sophia looked back at the Tynemouth only once. Beside them at the rail, jostling, pointing, chattering, were 57 other single women. Many were still in their adolescence; a few were older. All were full of excitement and apprehension.


  “Just look at me, Aggie,” Emily Morris was wailing to her sister. “An officer smiled at me and called me ma’am. He even touched his cap.” She ran her hand through the mess of her tangled hair and over the blotched and grimy calico skirt. Tears were streaming.


  “You’re beautiful, Emily, and he knew it. Just wait till we get you a new dress and a proper wash.” Emily, Augusta knew, was the quintessential English beauty, fine-boned, pale and thin, and would have no trouble with men. She darkened suddenly over the thought that sooner or later they would part.


  On shore, hundreds of men were beginning to gather around the wharf at the end of the bay where the women would land. A cheer went up as the Forward rounded up, dropped anchor and slung out a longboat level with the rail.


  “Aggie, I’m scared,” Emily fretted.


  “Don’t be silly.”


  Shipbound for three and a half months, the women had been forbidden even short breaks ashore in the Falklands or San Francisco. The chaperones on board had also refused them any contact with the other passengers. Now they were literally surrounded by brawny young sailors in uniform, while a few hundred yards away a growing throng of virile locals clamoured eagerly for them to land.


  “Come on then, ladies, in you go.”


  A naval rating, white shirt gleaming in the sun, held out his arm in a gesture of assistance. Many of the girls began to cry and hug each other. Two officers turned away and looked at the growing commotion on shore. The longboat remained empty until the chaperones, Reverend Scott and Mrs. Robb, stepped forward. Scott was dressed in the black suit of the Anglican missionary and carried a bible. Mrs. Robb wore a crisp black dress and a black shawl that covered her head. She gave one black-gloved hand to the rating and carried an ebony cane in the other. Moving gingerly to the front of the tender, she sat down, turned and ordered abruptly,“Girls, get in!”


  Slowly the longboat filled. The older women hung back on deck and muttered under their breath, while the younger ones dutifully clambered over the wooden seats and sat down. Mr. Scott and Mrs. Robb sat by themselves.


  As the longboat pulled away with the chaperones and its first load of anxious women, those remaining on the gunboat grew bolder. Some sang. Sophia cracked a rude joke. Florence laughed and pointed a finger at a blushing young officer. Emily bit the dirt out from under her nails.


  Farther down the rail Jane Saunders and Clara Duren stood side by side, watching the crowd press forward as the girls were landed. The minister and the matron were shaking hands with well-dressed dignitaries. Suddenly one of the girls tripped and fell and a collective “Oh” went up from the crowd. She was helped up and the long line of uncertain immigrants began to move slowly up a corridor that divided the crowd.


  “Clara, I’m terrified, aren’t you?”


  “No, I’m not, and you shouldn’t be either,” Clara asserted. “There are men here, good men, men who don’t give a tinker’s damn for our past lives or our social standing. They are honest, hard-working men who want good wives. You will marry and have fine children and a real home.” Then the tone of her voice changed. “Something Lizzie will never have.”


  “Yes, God bless dearest Elizabeth,” said Jane, sobered. “She should have been here.”


  “Well, at least it wasn’t smallpox. Here, look at this.” Clara was thinking of the stories Dr. Chipp, the Tynemouth’s surgeon, had told her about whole emigrant ships being wiped out by smallpox. She gave Jane a folded newspaper. “Dr. Chipp got it from the customs officer two nights ago. He gave it to me as a keepsake. They call us the women of the bride-ships.”


  Jane glanced at the headline about the arrival of the Tynemouth. “When you were helping Dr. Chipp with Elizabeth, Clara, did you like him?”


  Clara didn’t answer.


  The longboat returned and filled again. Sophia and Florence were still laughing mischievously as they and the others clambered aboard. Emily smiled at the midshipman whose hand on the tiller guided the boat and the oarsmen the few hundred yards to shore. Clara noticed that Mary MacDonald, seated next to her, was shaking. As the boat neared the wharf, the crowd once again broke into raucous cheers. Caps and dust filled the air.


  “Mary, my poor love, what’s the matter, girl?” Clara hugged Mary tightly.


  Mary sobbed uncontrollably. “I want to go home.”


  •••


  Seven months before, in London, Eden Colville, Esq., was feeling quite proud of himself. He was sitting in the lobby of one of the most famous and exclusive clubs in the city. Through industry and calculation he had recently become a respected member of the upper middle class. Still in his 40s, Eden was already a director of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company and involved in business interests with the newly inaugurated Panama Railway. It was through that venture that he had travelled to America and while there made several trips north to the western plains. He had visited Hudson’s Bay Company outposts on both sides of the 49th parallel and had much to say to company factors about the efficient transportation of furs to England. At home, he had gained the attention of Hudson’s Bay Company officials in London, so much so that he had been asked to represent the “Honourable Company” at the important meeting at the club that evening.


  Confident, politically astute and a staunch Anglican, Eden nodded at the servant who brought him a brandy and turned to the financial pages of the Times of London. Though not completely accepted by members of the peerage, he was fast becoming a member of the gentry. Eden certainly felt that he had arrived.


  It was the rainy, late afternoon of Thursday, February 27, 1862, and Eden had come to The London Tavern in the middle of Bishops Gate Street to hear a report that interested him. Waiting for the meeting to begin, Eden wondered about what he might have to say. Restless and alert, he admired the Georgian architecture. Directly in front of him, just beyond the lobby, was the famous Pillar Room. Here, tall Corinthian columns and pilasters separated large paintings by William Powell Frith and Ford Madox Brown. To the left was the celebrated Surrey Oak dining room. Eden wandered over and perused the menu posted in front of two large doors that were carved with the image of Britannia striding the waves.


  The chef’s specialty that evening was turtle cutlets and turtle soup. The turtles themselves were kept in a large tank in one of the cool vaults in the cellar along with barrels of porter, pipes of port, butts of sherry and thousands of bottles of claret, champagne and other wine. The turtles would survive in this cool, aquamarine memory of the Pacific for up to three months, provided the water in which they had been brought to England was not changed. Eden smiled to himself; at least here, the chef would know that.


  Eden stepped back and looked up. Two floors above the lobby he could just see the Venetian-glass doors of the ballroom. It extended the whole length of the building and often doubled as a banquet hall for over 300 male members. It had seats for 150 ladies who, of course, were admitted only as spectators in the galleries at each end.


  The London Tavern had stood on this spot since 1768. Eden mused on that fact and considered with some vanity just how far he had come. A gentleman rushed by, late for a meeting of the Mexican Bondholders on the second floor. Settling down again with the Times, Eden read in the shipping news that the tea clipper Kate Carnie had arrived in London on February 20, 113 days out from Shanghai. This was, he knew, good news for the tea brokers in Mincing Lane. Then a porter gently reminded him that his meeting was about to begin. Folding the paper, Eden rose, walked up to the salon on the mezzanine and took a chair near the back.


  The occasion was a meeting of the Columbia Mission Society, a charitable organization affiliated with the Church of England. Its purpose was to secure Anglican missionaries for the British colonies of Vancouver Island and the mainland on the faraway west coast of British North America. The society was just two years old and had already attracted a lot of attention. The special invitation had been delivered personally to “E. Colville, Esq.” at his office by a young boy who deferentially took off his cap. It suggested that this meeting was to be very important. Looking about the room Eden noticed members of the House of Commons, Anglican bishops and other High Churchmen, senior members of the armed forces and influential friends of the Columbia Mission.


  “Good Lord,” he muttered. Eden recognized the Right Honourable William Corbitt, the Lord Mayor of London, and Arthur Kinnaird, M.P. The Lord Bishop of Oxford, the Very Reverend Samuel Wilberforce, was drinking tea and being very earnest with the Reverend Gleig, chaplain-general to the armed forces. Sir Harold Verney, M.P., was talking loudly with Mr. Abel-Smith, a director of the West India Mail Packet Company. Eden overheard that Sir Harold’s eldest son, Edmund, had just been posted to Vancouver Island as commander of HMS Grappler. Archibald Campbell Tait, the Bishop of London, was pressing a point with a Captain Petrie; Eden wasn’t sure, but he knew he was something-or-other in the army. The Reverend John Garrett, deputy secretary to the Columbia Mission, held a gavel and shuffled papers. The tall, refined gentleman standing off to one side was the newly consecrated Lord Bishop of Honolulu, the Reverend Nettleship Staley.


  Eden also saw the Countess of Falmouth, Mrs. Tait and Mrs. Corbitt seated at the front. Sitting beside them was Miss Angela Burdett Coutts, noted philanthropist and heir to the Coutts Bank fortune. Eden strained to see if Charles Dickens, the novelist and close friend of Miss Burdett Coutts, was with her. He had heard that their relationship was more than just amiable, but Dickens was not present.


  Suddenly Garrett straightened up and struck his gavel, and the smoky room came to order. All was quiet as the Reverend T. J. Rowsell gave the prayer. Then the Lord Mayor rose and said:


  
    Ladies and Gentlemen, I need hardly tell you what the object of our meeting today is. You are well aware of the nature of the good work in which we are called upon to participate. Nothing can partake more of the nature of true philanthropy than helping to give Religious consolation to those of our fellow-countrymen who are encountering perils in the wild and distant parts of the world, subduing the earth and fighting the great battle of life. To such people Religious support must be one of vital necessity; and we, the English people, whose mission it is, I think, to Christianize the world — must acknowledge that it is our duty, as far as we possibly can, to aid in such a work. [Hear, hear.] I am very happy to have the privilege of prevailing on this occasion. [Cheers.]2

  


  His Lordship then called upon Garrett to explain the history of the society to new members. Garrett, who was also vicar of St. Paul’s near Penzance, Cornwall, had already slowed his speech like that of his west country parishioners, but he now, purposefully, adopted a very Oxford accent. He carefully outlined the philanthropic beginnings of the Columbia Mission Society, noting that it was “founded under the spiritual promptings of a nobly generous heart.” He raised his arm in the direction of its benefactor, Angela Burdett Coutts, and continued, “and further supported by a generous grant from Queen Victoria.”3 Miss Burdett Coutts nodded once to the assembly; everyone applauded.


  Garrett then described the work of the missionaries currently in the Sandwich Islands. As he mentioned British Columbia he cleared his throat and raised his voice. He began to speak of his younger brother Alexander, a newly ordained missionary who had found himself stopping over in the Sandwich Islands for a month en route to British Columbia.4 Garrett explained that his brother had had great success converting the islanders and had even suggested that a bishopric be established in Honolulu, to which the church had quickly agreed. Everyone applauded again.


  When Garrett read an excerpt from his brother’s letter, giving details of his current missionary life among the Saanich Indians, north of Victoria on Vancouver Island, the interest of the crowd sharpened, for this place was the focus of the meeting. Garrett began by reading about female domestics in the colonies:


  
    It is quite useless, and a waste of money and law, to engage female servants in England, at twenty pounds a year, and bind them to remain with employers here [Columbia] for five years. The moment such a servant lands here, she can obtain without one hour’s delay, sixty, seventy, and even eighty pounds per annum wages, together with innumerable offers and promises of marriage.5

  


  A buzz of conversation swept the room. Interest was further piqued when Garrett again cleared his throat and held up another letter. “I have seldom read a missionary letter of more practical interest and value than this letter from Mr. Brown, and I hope your lordship will think a few sentences deserve to be used here.”6 He was referring to the Reverend R. C. Lundin Brown, who, while ministering to the prospectors in a strange-sounding place called Lillooet, was appalled by the number of illicit relationships the miners conducted with both native and white women. Like all Anglican missionaries, Brown believed that frontier prostitution would “ultimately ruin Religion and morals in this fine country.”7 Garrett then continued to read from Brown’s letter:


  
    Dozens of men have told me they would gladly marry if they could. I was speaking one evening on the subject of the dearth of females, and mentioned my intention of writing to beg that a plan of emigration be set on foot; whereupon one member of the company immediately exclaimed, “Then, sir, I pre-empt a wife;” another, and another, and all round the circle of those listening to me earnestly exclaimed the same.8

  


  Picking up on the crowd’s buzzing interest, Garrett read more theatrically:


  
    Fancy the idea of pre-empting a wife! Yet, I assure you, this touches at the root of the greatest blessing which can now be conferred upon this Colony from home.


    Think of the 600,000 more women at home than there are men, and then think what society must be here. Churches may and must be built, our faithful witness must be born for holiness and virtue, but where there is no wedded life, church-going must be difficult because morality is almost impossible.9

  


  Garrett told the assembly that the earnest and practical young missionary in Lillooet had already written to the shipping agents in London who had served the Columbia Mission Society in the past. Brown persuaded them to allow free baggage for the women who might go out. He had also convinced Drummond and Masterman’s Bank that they should set up an emigration fund account to raise money for fares. A mutter of approval swept the room. Building upon the optimism, Garrett asserted that Brown had already corresponded with Arthur Kinnaird, M.P., and had persuaded him to act as the treasurer should such a fund come to pass. Mr. Kinnaird stood up, looked about, waved and sat down. There was much applause.


  Brown was betting on Garrett’s enthusiasm to prompt a motion calling for the establishment of a society whose mandate would be to find and supply good Christian women for this new colonial venture. Garrett’s spirited eloquence worked. Kinnaird was on his feet again, speaking at length of the value of the Columbia Mission Society and its work in the colonies. When he finally recommended adopting a plan to sponsor single women to the mainland colony under the name of the Columbia Emigration Society, Eden saw his opportunity. He stood up, cleared his throat and seconded the motion; applause broke out spontaneously. When Miss Burdett Coutts offered to back the motion to the tune of £15,000 she was given a standing ovation.


  Then speaker after speaker rose to express support; each, it seemed, tried to outdo the other. When a more cautious gentleman wondered if the Hudson’s Bay Company would resist the idea of encouraging settlement on land over which it held a trading monopoly, Abel-Smith rose and put the momentary fears to rest. He stated with confidence that several Hudson’s Bay Company directors in London were his close friends, and he was sure that the company would offer its complete co-operation. The pronouncement was greeted with more wild applause. Suddenly, others were on their feet clamouring to be heard. Eden was thrilled by the excitement of it all. He felt that history was in the making and that he had, at last, become part of it.


  When Reverend Wilberforce stood up to give his opinion, others deferred. With authority he began. “Consider the number, for instance, of young girls brought up in the union workhouses of this country. You know that these young girls, having no future before them as they pass from girlhood into early womanhood, come into perpetual contact with the worst of their own sex, whose miseries bring them back to the workhouse. [Hear, hear.]” Then Wilberforce, an old hand at oratory, drove home the point that it was the mission society’s duty to save these lost souls. Eden listened intently and it seemed that the bishop was addressing him directly. “You will have made homes in that distant land, you will have made morality possible, you will have made Christian homes a fact, you will have made the elevating influences of women’s society a healing blessing to those adventurous souls. [Cheers.]”10 Eden, arms folded across his chest, nodded and said to the gentleman seated next to him that the motion was in the bag. Suddenly, near the front, a young man was on his feet. With a rolled newspaper in his outstretched arm, he demanded loudly that the question should be put. The rest of the evening was a blur.


  Outside, Eden waited for a hansom cab. It had stopped raining, but the night was foggy and cold. He filled his lungs with the dank air. Several members patted him on the shoulder as they passed; one shook his hand and exclaimed, “Well done, Eden,” and walked on. Alone, he thought about the Bishop of Honolulu’s closing prayer. He loved the phrase “a new Jerusalem” that the bishop had used, because it reminded him of his favourite hymn.


  Eden was tired but energized by the evening and knew that Abel-Smith would tell the Hudson’s Bay Company directors that he had seconded the motion. They would understand and appreciate the politics of his timely initiative. He smiled, thinking out loud, “How far England has come since the Exhibition! How humanitarian, how Christian!”


  Eden was proud of himself, both as a businessman and as a Christian. He had observed how life in England, from its national politics to its foreign policy, had, in the past ten years, become simply an extension of the Anglican Church, and that evening he had taken part in the collaboration. Yet — and perhaps it was the weather for the rain had started again — Eden had a nagging doubt: the unemployment, the poor, the workhouses.


  “Why,” he wondered, “must hundreds of thousands of England’s people still be forced to leave our shores each year?”


  Queen Victoria’s heyday, the decade between 1851 and 1861, was, for Eden Colville and others like him, a time of wealth. When the queen and her beloved consort, Prince Albert, opened the Great Exhibition in London’s Hyde Park on May 1, 1851, they set off a decade of progress and prosperity that made England the envy of the world. Rapid developments in industry had made the country a pioneer of modernity, while successive governments had created a new liberalism and a humanitarian spirit. The firm hand of the colonial office oversaw British rule in Africa, India, Australia, North America and the Pacific. The sun never set on the British Empire or, at least, so it appeared.


  For the merchant class, the railways, the icon of the age of steam, turned ports like Ramsgate, Hastings and Brighton into their personal playgrounds. Soon, railway expansion and amalgamations gave every English hamlet its own thriving station. The screw propeller resulted in the new iron steamships which were faster and safer than side-wheelers, and shipbuilding and the production of steel created a boom along the River Tyne. In the Midlands, the mills were mechanized and the export of cotton and other goods from Liverpool rivalled that from London. The need for coal to fuel all these belching boilers brought prosperity to Cardiff, Newcastle and hundreds of smaller towns in the coal belt.


  By the 1850s, even conditions for the working poor were slowly improving. England’s “dark, satanic mills” were being inspected, albeit sporadically, and the Factory Acts forbade children under nine from working. Women and juveniles ten years old and over could work, but were limited to a ten-hour day. The men who laboured in the foundries and coke plants worked much longer, however, and the wretched cough of consumption was still heard throughout the land. Some reformers like the Lever Brothers, the soap makers, were moved to provide better housing. As faceless and claustrophobic as the new boroughs of row housing were, they were, at the time, a marked improvement over the slums from which the poor had originally come. It would take only 20 years for the proliferation of such “towns” to turn England’s “green and pleasant land”11 into a wilderness of dirty brick.


  The reforms were, for many, too little, too late. Eden Colville’s anxieties were right: there was a Janus-faced quality to this time. While mechanization had done much to raise the standard of living, overproduction and speculation had created inevitable cycles of growth and depression. Eden recalled the earlier stories of privation that he had heard from his mother.


  In 1836, Stockport had been hit by a depression, and wages fell from seven shillings a week to one. Soon, a quarter of all the houses were empty. By year’s end, one fifth of the population of Birmingham was on relief. He thought back to the stories his grandmother had told him of life in the village of Swaffham when a ha’penny herring was divided among four people and the burnt stale crusts of bread were ground up and added to the precious leaves of tea. “Crammings,” he remembered, was the sluice made from chaff, water and flour that was normally fed to pigs; it had been, for a time, his grandmother’s daily fare. If a man was caught stealing a sheep or poaching a pheasant to avoid starvation, he was sent to Van Dieman’s Land for 14 years.


  By 1845, over 300,000 desperate young men had fled to the colonies. Hundreds of old sailing hulks that barely floated became emigrant ships. Thousands of people departed virtually penniless after toiling for over a year just to raise the 30 shillings for a place in steerage. Many others stole simply to be deported. By the 1850s, England was hemorrhaging; the best of its young men were gone and the women were left behind. The census of 1861 revealed that in England and Wales alone, there was an “excess” of 209,663 women between the ages of 20 and 25.


  The opportunities that Eden had enjoyed were the result of changes made in the country’s educational system that benefitted his gender alone. By the 1840s, the growing merchant class had rejected the public and grammar schools for their sons, largely because the boys were taught subjects considered irrelevant to the commerce that created their fathers’ wealth. In consequence, the new entrepreneurs had built their own profit-making private schools, which taught business arithmetic as well as Homer. Charles Dickens went to one of these new schools in 1824, and because of it he was able to rise above the squalid slums of his boyhood. His short stay at Wellington House Academy was enough to spark a lifelong interest in providing educational opportunities for the other street urchins, like Fagin, whom he had once befriended in Warren’s Blacking Factory, in the London of his youth.


  It was, however, daughters of all classes who fared the worst. Initially, education for young women occurred only in the home; the parlour was their classroom. Among the poorer classes, girls with initiative and without a parlour were considered lucky if they found work operating the looms in the cotton mills. For the vast majority without access to the mills and lacking any formal schooling, the future offered only domestic service, the workhouse or prostitution. In upper-class homes a mother’s tutelage was replaced by a private governess, who instructed obedient young women in languages, music, drawing and sewing. For many, marriage within their class was the only desired future. The young ladies of the upper class who wished to work found themselves untrained and unfit for the new commerce. They faced only menial, poor-paying jobs in printing houses or hairdressing, and governesses were two-a-penny. Without support from “papa,” it was impossible for them to continue to live as they had. Unmarried, these women were forced to stay at home bearing the stigma of an entirely new label, the “distressed gentlewomen.”


  Middle-class young ladies began to attend female boarding schools only in the 1840s. Mary Ann Evans (George Eliot) attended Coventry Boarding School, where 18th-century manners were forced onto 19th-century morality and respectability. Mary rebelled and wrote of the heartache of loveless marriages in novels such as Adam Bede, in 1859, and Silas Marner, 1861. In an age of Christian charity and uncompromising religious conformity, the outlook for working girls and educated gentlewomen alike was bleak.


  Since the beginning of the 19th century, the English parliament had consolidated wealth in the middle and upper classes, and in so doing had diminished the lives of women and the poor. Two acts of parliament were responsible. First, the Corn Laws subsidized English landowners who grew wheat (corn) when the supply was cut off during the Napoleonic Wars. When the wars ended in 1815, the Corn Laws prevented the removal of the subsidy. The rich profited and the poor continued to pay for bread that was artificially overpriced for the next 30 years.


  To quell the growing unrest, upper-class parliamentarians then created the Poor Laws in 1834. These laws demonized the indigent by claiming they took advantage of relief. Rationalized by parliament as a means of restoring the dignity of the poor labourer who had come to depend on the dole, the Poor Laws cut the heart out of a system of relief that had worked for centuries. Simply, the old allowance system, which had been administered by local communities, was scrapped; instead, poor people were entitled to relief only if they entered the workhouse. The aid given through the humane, medieval parish was centralized and the compassion of the church, which was responsible for finding work for the unemployed, was replaced with the severity of the workhouse. The workhouse was made not only a condition of welfare, but an actual deterrent to it: conditions in them were worse than the worst-case scenario of any labourer earning his own livelihood. Life in the workhouse became so intolerable that many soon chose the street. Women too gaunt for prostitution were without hope:


  
    She had sewn in the breast of her gown, the money to pay for her burial. If she could wear it through the day, and then lie down to die under the cover of darkness, she would be independent. If she were captured, the money would be taken from her as a pauper who had no right to it, and she would be carried to the accursed workhouse.12

  


  Children were treated the most brutally, but single women, the aged and the chronically ill suffered terribly when they were incarcerated in the workhouse.


  Poverty in the Victorian Age had become a moral issue. There were the “deserving poor,” who worked hard, worshipped regularly and paid due deference to the class above; they were expected to take every indignity that was hurled at them with stoicism. The others, the undeserving poor, were the convicts, revolutionaries and undesirables. They were seen to undermine political stability and to be a threat to the very idea of progress. Progress was the paradigm, and it soon became attached to notions of Christian evangelism: to be industrious was an expression of faith; to be unemployed was to be cast in with the devil. Those who did more, were more, in Christian terms. Those who did less, the poor, were the corrupted, and hence they could be dismissed.


  Most people came to believe that sending the poor overseas would give workers at home another chance, and at the same time rid England of its undesirables. It was in the interests of the British economy to subsidize an emigrant’s passage abroad, as the country’s growing population was felt to be a drain on the wealth of the nation. A few, like Thomas Carlyle, did speak out against the injustices of laissez-faire capitalism, but these humanitarian voices were largely drowned out. An official emigration policy, it was suggested, would also serve Britain’s imperialist aims in North America: American President Polk’s election slogan of “Manifest Destiny” could be countered by sending out emigrants to settle the empty land north of the 49th parallel in order to keep it for the empire. Yet the cry for action among the privileged classes was, in reality, little more than a self-serving anthem extolling the benefits of shovelling out the poor.


  In 1837, parliament created an Agent-General for Emigration. In 1838, the British American Land Company began to assist Scottish Highlanders to go to the Maritimes and in 1840, the Colonial Secretary received an annual parliamentary grant of £1,500 to assist emigrants bound for Upper Canada. New Zealand and Australia adopted similar programs for immigrants arriving on their shores. Everywhere and in every class, emigration was seen to be the solution to deeply rooted social and economic problems. Soon, government-sponsored emigration societies mushroomed in all parts of the land, from Penzance in Cornwall to Stornoway in the Hebrides.


  When Eden read that the American Civil War had significantly reduced the quantity of raw cotton reaching the mill towns, he knew it was only a matter of time before the populations of whole towns in the industrial north would once again be thrown out of work. He was right. Government intervention was slow and by the end of 1862, the exodus of politically disgruntled and socially embittered citizens out of England had reached a total of 500,000. Private philanthropic societies filled the vacuum created by the withdrawal of government funding, though most helped only young men to emigrate. Eden Colville, Angela Burdett Coutts and others of the Columbia Mission Society turned their attention to the women.


  Heiress to her grandfather’s Coutts Bank millions, Angela Georgina Burdett Coutts was the typical Victorian upper-class lady of good breeding. She was tall, thin, plain, reserved and intelligent. She was a product of the religious revivalism of the 1830s and her simple fundamentalism was tempered by a keenly developed sense of noblesse oblige. Distressed by her father’s early death, she had, at 24, decided to dedicate her life and her fortune to philanthropy.


  Angela Burdett Coutts met Charles Dickens in 1838 when he was a dashing, urbane young gentleman of 27. Nonconformist and brash, he had long, curly, brown hair and shining eyes. The Pickwick Papers and Oliver Twist had already made him famous. Within a year Dickens and Burdett Coutts had become the best of friends. She gained a trusted advisor and administrator of her charitable work in him, and a surrogate son in his oldest son, Charley. From her, he gained emotional support for his controversial public readings and intellectual support for his views on social reform. Together, they forged a bond of mutual concern that would change the lives of many of London’s poor forever.


  In 1834, under Dickens’s tutelage, Burdett Coutts began to fund the Ragged Schools, schools meant for the street urchins who were too wretched to be allowed entry into other charity schools. The Ragged Schools offered the incentive of at least temporary release from the brutal life in the factories that had trapped so many of Dickens’s boyhood contemporaries. Dickens wrote of them in Oliver Twist.


  More, Dickens and Burdett Coutts planned and built Columbia Square, a housing complex for working families in East London, a sewing school and soup kitchens for destitute seamstresses in Spittlefields, and a co-educational school in St. Stephens, Westminster. When Burdett Coutts turned her attention to London’s prostitutes, Dickens provided her with a relevant educational curriculum. She used many of his ideas in Urania Cottage, her new home for “fallen” women.


  It was Dickens who first suggested to Burdett Coutts the idea of female emigration. He wrote to her wondering “whether the Government would assist you to the extent of informing you from time to time into what distant parts of the World women could be sent for marriage.”13 It was not just serendipitous that Burdett Coutts should have been present at the London Tavern meeting of the Columbia Mission Society to hear Reverend Brown’s letter from Lillooet. She had endowed the society in 1859, and funded the bishopric of British Columbia, enabling George Hills, the bishop, and his pastors, John Sheepshanks and Lundin Brown among them, to bring the Anglican Church to the mining camps of Canada’s most westerly mainland colony. Dickens’s prompt and Brown’s plea had come together, the Columbia Emigration Society had found a ready sponsor and a bold new plan was born.


  Charles Dickens called his friendship with Angela Burdett Coutts “intimate.” He dedicated his sixth novel, Martin Chuzzlewit, to her, and spoke openly to her of his despair over his marriage. They were not lovers, yet they remained the perfect 19th-century couple, driven and outer-directed. They were equally energetic, both had suffered the demoralizing impact of youthful loss and were full of the evangelical fire of the Victorian bourgeoisie.


  Strangely, Angela Burdett Coutts had fallen in love with the arch-conservative Sir Arthur Wellesley. As an M.P., he had fought violently against any social reforms that would diminish the power of the upper class. Yet Wellesley was also a national hero and, as the Duke of Wellington, had saved Britain from France at Waterloo in 1815. Burdett Coutts proposed to him on February 7, 1847. He was 78; she was 33. He refused, but rumour had it they were married in secret anyway.


  When Eden Colville helped create the Columbia Emigration Society, he probably was not thinking only of the good of England. More likely, he was thinking about his own daughters. Their future expectations were tied directly to the fact that they were decidedly not poor, but still very single. Philanthropy and Christian charity had addressed the problem of the dispossessed, but not solved it. Eden was upper middle class and still he worried. The newspapers of the day reported that there was a pronounced rise in Britain in the ratio of women to men, and Eden remembered that he had heard Reverend Garrett at the Columbia Mission meeting pronounce that there were “600,000 more women at home than there were men.”14 Eden knew his daughters’ futures were limited, especially if they remained unmarried.


  In his anxieties Eden was not alone. In late 1861, Barbara Bodichon, Bessie Parkes and other London feminists began to organize for upper-class women who were concerned about the limited employment opportunities for single, middle-class women. These “Ladies of Langham Place” created the Society For The Employment of Women and tried to initiate wider social acceptance of educated, working women by offering them jobs in male-dominated professions such as law-copying, editing and telegraphy, through their own office. The Ladies of Langham Place knew, however, that they could not accomplish much, and it was not long before they began to see emigration as a viable option for the women of this class.


  “What shall we do with our old maids?” was the cry that had energized the fledgling women’s movement in England throughout the late 1850s. Increasingly, London feminists demanded that the government should provide work for middle-class young ladies who wished to remain in England. Others extolled the virtue of sending single, educated gentlewomen abroad, alone. This latter idea was far more shocking, and was met with lively debate from within feminist circles at exactly the same time as the Columbia Mission announced its new emigration society.


  The feminist Bessie Parkes had founded The English Women’s Journal in 1858; through it she articulated the views that were current amongst bluestockings. Bessie had faith that life in the colonies for all women would be far less tedious than long hours sitting in print shops or worse, before an officious misogynist, in some Dickensian law office:


  
    Seeing, as I do daily, how great is the comparative delicacy both in brain and in the bodily frames of women of the middle and upper class, of the bad effect on them of long hours of sedentary toil, the more anxious I become to see the immense surplus of the sex in England lightened by judicious, well conducted, and morally guarded emigration to our colonies, where the disproportion is equally enormous, and where they are wanted in every social capacity.15

  


  Though she was perhaps naïve about the working conditions for any woman on a colonial frontier, Bessie’s view soon garnered a substantial following.


  But it was with the publication of Maria S. Rye’s address before London’s Social Sciences Congress in 1861 that the moral issues surrounding single women’s emigration moved beyond feminist circles into the realm of public debate. Maria founded the Female Middle-Class Emigration Society in May 1862. “Are women to perish simply because they are women?” she cried. “Hundreds of educated women have been thrown upon their own resources, women of unblemished character, and, in many instances, women of capability and power.”16 The spirit of her address was spellbinding. She concluded by urging independent-minded women everywhere to address the strong, anti-feminist sentiment of the day:


  
    Teach your proteges to emigrate; send them where the men want wives, the mothers want governesses, where the shopkeepers, the schools, and the sick will thoroughly appreciate your exertions, and heartily welcome your women.17

  


  Rye wanted her women working outside of the home; for many men of the time, that demand came as a shock.


  Maria Rye led the debate in the Times by claiming that single women’s emigration was already a foregone conclusion:


  
    Our work commenced last June; since then we have, at a cost of £800, sent out 33 governesses. I have also an impression, though all the colonies at present are scarcely prepared to assist me in a pecuniary manner, that the day is not far distant when a certain sum will be devoted to the introduction of women into our colonies of a class very superior to those now sent. A proposal to that effect is at present before the Melbourne Government, and I am very sanguine of its success.18

  


  With the debate now in the press, Charles Kingsley, the well-known Christian Socialist, shot back. He argued that the emigration of professional working women would force women to compete with men, something he believed a woman was not meant to do. “All attempts to employ her in handicrafts are but substitutes for that far nobler and more useful work for which Nature intends her, to marry and bear children.”19 Despite Rye’s efforts to find meaningful employment for single women abroad, Kingsley believed that the feminist plan would backfire, and soon become little more than a colonial marriage bureau. The issue of woman’s emancipation from her traditional place in the Victorian family continued throughout all of April 1862.


  Lord Osborne, conservative M.P., disagreed with Kingsley’s assessment that single, middle-class women who emigrated to the colonies would become ravenous husband hunters. He thought middle-class women were entirely too coarse to make even adequate governesses. Feminists retorted with the notion that single women who ventured abroad were no more indelicate than “a girl who goes to a ball or archery meeting at home, and that marriage, after all, was a matter of choice, not geography.”20 Maria Rye continued to repeat that her goal was simply to find decent employment for women overseas.


  The issue of female emigration had been seized upon by two groups, each with a special agenda. “Get them out,” argued the males who believed that independent, single working women challenged historical notions of male superiority. The best place for the troublemakers, they felt, was abroad.


  “Let’s get out for a better life,” argued the feminists who thought that middle-class women were ill-served in Britain, having to toil at tasks far too demeaning for their station. How the women’s movement in London could believe that a woman’s life on a colonial frontier would be any less indelicate than what was suffered at home, they didn’t say.


  Then the debate was fuelled further by the publication of the principles of the newly formed Columbia Emigration Society, which certainly did not embrace issues of women’s liberation. In April 1862, the Reverend John Garrett, secretary of the Columbia Mission Society, wrote to the Times, clearly stating the position of the Church of England:


  
    Reliable information has reached this country, through various channels, of the inestimable value which a careful stream of emigration of industrious women from Great Britain would prove at the present stage in the rapid progress of the colony of British Columbia. It is an essential element in the sound growth of a new colony that the men who first open it out should be able to settle and surround themselves with the humanizing ties of family life.21

  


  Clearly, the Anglican Church did not want a potentially disruptive, intellectual class of women on its frontier.


  
    First, we could not guarantee suitable homes on reaching the colony to women who should depend on brains alone for support. Nor does it seem desirable to withdraw [female] teachers in families and schools at home. Those who go out under the protection of this society will agree to take service.


    Secondly, it is not the wish of this society to unsettle or withdraw from their valuable duties the trained and efficient domestic servants who have good employment and ample remuneration for their services at home.22

  


  The Columbia Emigration Society did not wish to sponsor “distressed gentlewomen” who might, once in the colonies, have notions of independence. It wanted unemployed lower-class females, first to enter domestic service abroad, and then to marry in the faith. For the overseeing Columbia Mission Society, the issue was not the improvement of an already privileged woman’s position, but the rescue of young women who were forced to the streets. The Christian organization thought emigration would provide the friendless girls in the orphanages of London with a second chance. Like the Reverend Lundin Brown in Lillooet, the Columbia Mission Society was primarily in the business of saving lost souls. The souls the society was after were the unsavoury souls of the frontier miners. What the girls themselves wanted did not seem to matter.


  The appearance of Reverend Garrett’s letter was most timely, in that it forced the feminists to question their priorities. Maria Rye’s London Female Middle-Class Emigration Society could either become an agency concerned only with placing ideologically enthusiastic feminists in the colonies, or it could remain a colonial employment agency, intent upon finding opportunities for any woman of the middle class who wished simply to work abroad. Both needed jobs, one came with a specific political agenda. Maria Rye had to consider whether her agency would sponsor the single females who would carry on the feminist cause in the colonies, or work to provide support largely for those displaced and disadvantaged at home. That decision, for the moment, was delayed, for by the middle of May 1862, Maria faced the immediate problem of organizing the emigration of a number of educated gentlewomen who had come forward, simply desiring a better life overseas.


  The Female Middle-Class Emigration Society began, on its own, to investigate contacts in British Columbia that might be interested in helping these women find suitable placements when they arrived. The response from some influential members of the ruling elite in Victoria was daunting. Sarah Crease, wife of Attorney-General Henry Pellew Crease, wrote, “I regret that I cannot give you any hopes of being able to benefit educated women by sending them out here.”23 She, as others, believed Vancouver Island was no place for any single women, save a few necessary domestic servants. “The bane of the country,” she continued, “is drink; assisted much by the removal of the pressure of that portion of public opinion consisting of social and family influence, which at home has so powerful an effect on keeping things straight.”24


  When Maria Rye read of the formation of the Columbia Emigration Society she wrote to the Columbia Mission Society in London asking if her clients might travel with the Columbia Mission girls. She received a most surprising answer. The newly formed Columbia Emigration Society needed an organizer of Maria Rye’s calibre, and offered her instead the opportunity to oversee the whole operation. She accepted immediately.


  Suddenly, things were abuzz. She first had to make contact with the directors of the Columbia Emigration Society; she had to meet with those women who were directly in her charge and she had to arrange for them immediate placement when they arrived in British Columbia. Beyond this, she had to contend with the daily operation of her own agency and respond to a growing body of women who wished information. More, all of these things had to be accomplished in a month.


  Throughout all of this, Maria Rye thought about what she was doing. Could such a mix of street-wise, teenage female orphans and ladies of some breeding even live together on a sea voyage of at least half a year? The Tynemouth, the vessel that the Columbia Emigration Society had already chartered for the mission, was going to be full. Maria Rye did not have the time to consider the suitability of the vessel, its captain or crew; in that, she simply hoped for the best. For Florence, Sophie, Emily, Aggie, Jane, Clara, Mary and a host of others, the great adventure was about to begin.
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