The
COLLECTED
WRITINGS

—1799-1809 ——

Volume I in the Writings and Papers of
Thomas Douglas, Fifth Earl of Selkirk.

Edited and Introduced by
J. M. Bumsted




Thomas Douglas, Fifth Earl of Selkirk (1771-
1820), is known to most Canadians as a Scots
laird who founded a colony at Red River in
1811. Selkirk’s efforts at Red River were not
merely an isolated episode in his life, however,
but rather the culmination of it. He had been
involved in North American colonization since
the early years of the century, and had
established settlements in both Prince Edward
Island and Upper Canada before turning to the
West. Moreover, Selkirk did not approach
colonization merely as an individual who sought
to populate a new country, but as an
experimenter in social policy by which those
considered redundant in their native lands could
find a meaningful place for themselves in other
climes. In the first years of the nineteenth
century Selkirk published extensively, although
unsystematically, on the subjects of political
economy and reform. This volume, the first of
two which will collect and reprint Selkirk’s
published writings, deals with the period before
1809. In a lengthy introduction, J. M. Bumsted
places these early writings in the context both of
Selkirk’s life and of his times. The result is a
different Selkirk from the one usually
encountered in the textbooks. He emerges not
merely as a man of action but also one of ideas.
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Preface

This book represents the first volume of a projected eleven-volurne edition
of the Collected Writings and Papers of Thomas Douglas, Fifth Earl of
Selkirk. This project had its origins in 1979, when J.M. Bumsted and A.B.
McKillop, then General Editor of the Manitoba Record Society, first
proposed to the University of Manitoba that it sponsor such an edition as a
contribution to scholarship and particularly the early history of the
Canadian West. Professor Douglas Sprague agreed at that time to join the
project as Associate Editor, and a team of specialists on early Canadian
history was assembled.

Since 1979, the Selkirk Project has experienced considerable
vicissitudes and permutations, but the initial ambition to publish in a
scholarly edition the writings and private papers of Lord Selkirk has
remained unaltered. As a team enterprise of considerable magnitude, the
Project has incurred an enormous series of debts to its participating
editors, other scholars, archives and libraries, a number of student
assistants, various university administrators, (particularly at the University
of Manitoba), and to those who have provided it with the funds to carry on.

The original participating editors in the Project were: P.A. Buckner
(University of New Brunswick); Philip Wigley (University of Edinburgh
and now deceased); Jennifer Brown (currently University of Winnipeg);
J.E. Rea (University of Manitoba); Dale and Lee Gibson (University of
Manitoba); Frits Pannekoek (Alberta Heritage); A.B. McKillop (University
of Manitoba); Sylvia Van Kirk (University of Toronto); Douglas Sprague
(University of Manitoba); and Herbert Mays (University of Winnipeg). In
addition to Professor Sprague, Professors Rae, Brown, and Mays have
actively assisted in the preparation of this first volume.

The original Editoral Committee of the Project included Dr.
Frances Halpenny (University of Toronto); Dr. Serge Lusignan
(University of Montreal); Mr. Derek Bedson (then president of the
Manitoba Records Society); Dr. Cornelius Jaenen (University of
Ottawa); Professor G.A. Shepperson (University of Edinburgh);
Professor Glyn Williams (University of London); Dr. F.G. Stambrook
(University of Manitoba); Dr. John Foster (University of Alberta); Dr.
John Robson (University of Toronto); and Dr. David Chesnutt
(University of South Carolina). We are indebted to all these individuals
for their continued support and assistance.
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We acknowledge with thanks as well the unfailing co-operation of
the National Library of Scotland, the University of Edinburgh Library,
the Scottish Catholic Archives, the Scottish Record Office, the Public
Record Office in England, the British Library, the British Museum, the
Public Archives of Prince Edward Island, the Public Archives of
Canada, the Public Archives of Ontario, the Public Archives of
Manitoba, the University of Manitoba Library, and the Hudson’s Bay
Company Archives. Shirlee Smith of the Hudson’s Bay Company
Archives and Richard Bennett of the University of Manitoba Library
have been particularly supportive over the years.

At the University of Manitoba, we give thanks to President Ralph
Campbell and President Arnold Naimark, Vice-President (Academic)
David Lawless, Dean of Arts Fred Stambrook, Provost Walter Bushuk,
and the several chairmen of the History - Department - John Finlay,
George Schultz, and John Kendle. A special word of gratitude needs to
be added for Henry Jacobs, the University’s research officer, who spent
more hours than any of us care to remember dealing with the problems
of organization and funding for the Project.

A number of student assistants have contributed to the preparation for
this volume, including Wendy Owen, Gerhard Ens, Sharon Babaian,
David Hall, and Gerry Berkowski. Joanne Drewniak deserves special
mention, for she has been responsible for entering onto the computer
most of the editorial annotations and the editorial introduction.

Funding for the Selkirk Project and for the preparation and
publication of this volume has been provided by the Province of
Manitoba, the University of Manitoba, and an anonymous donor.

The frontispiece portrait of Lord Selkirk is reproduced by
permission of the Public Archives of Manitoba. The title page for
pamphlets 1, 3, 4 and 5 are reproduced with the permission of the
University of Edinburgh library. Remaining reproductions are with the
permission of the University of Manitoba library.



A Note on the Texts

The texts which follow are faithful transcriptions of the originals with the
following exceptions: the indiscriminate use of single and double quotation
marks by Selkirk and his printers has been regularized; the nineteenth
century custom of using quotation marks around each line of quoted
material has been altered to more familiar modern usage; Selkirk’s original
footnotes have been labelled as such and incorporated into the running
annotation to the texts; Selkirk’s original spellings and punctuations have
been maintained, however idiosyncratic; words commonly spelled
differently today have been noted with a [sic].



INTRODUCTION

The Early Years to 1799

The House of Douglas, headed by the Earls of Selkirk, held its ancestral
estates in Galloway, which by the eighteenth century was comprised of the
Shire of Wigton and the Stewardry of Kirkcudbright. Situated in Scotland’s
southwestern corner, not far from the Lake District of England with which it
shares many geo-logical features, Galloway’s past had been a turbulent
rather than placid one. Behind its oft-indented coastline loomed a
mountainous region of livestock and semi-itinerant pastoral folk, and the
region was famous for its fierce fighting men, the latter in the seventeenth
century mainly “Covenanters,” who supported the Kirk and the Scottish
Parliament. Galloway was a land where, by the time of the Union of England
and Scotland in 1707, the old and new Scotlands lived in uneasy
juxtaposition. Modernization, particularly in the form of agricultural reform
or “improvement,” met with great popular resistance.*

For most of the second half of the eighteenth century, from 1744 to
1799, the House of Douglas was headed by Dunbar Hamilton Douglas, 4™
Earl of Selkirk, whose very names commemorated the three families whose
intermarriage had produced the lands to sup-port a Scottish title not of
ancient lineage, having been created only in 1646 by a beleaguered Charles
I.> Dunbar was a man of curious accomplishments and fascinating
contradictions. He had corrected an inadequate early education by learning
Latin and Greek in his adolescence, in order to matriculate at the University
of Glasgow in 1739; he was notorious among his classmates as a scholarly
recluse .® Besides a love for learning, Dunbar acquired at the University of
Glasgow a political creed from that great teacher of “moral philosophy”
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Francis Hutcheson, who stressed the need to promote the “common
good of all” at the same time that he opposed arbitrary government
and reserved the right to resist tyranny.* One of the main figures in
what one scholar has labelled the “Commonwealthman” or “True
Whig” political tradition, Hutcheson had an enormous lifetime
influence on Dunbar Douglas, although it would take many years for
his political ideas to be put publicly into practice by the man who
acceded to his granduncle’s title in 1744.° But Dunbar left Glasgow a
“true whig” and warm friend of civil and religious liberty, economic
improvement, political reform, and the independence of the Scottish
nobility from servility to English political masters.

Soon after his graduation, Dunbar had to face the Jacobite
Rebellion of 1745, and unlike his father - who had supported the
Stuart cause in 1715 - firmly declared his allegiance to the
Hanoverian monarchy and even helped raise volunteer soldiers, never
armed, to fight the Pretender’s army if it should make its way out of
the Highlands.® After this brief flurry of public patriotism, Dunbar
travelled for some years on the continent, ultimately returning to his
estates to marry and raise a family in isolation from the public life for
which he occasionally yearned and in which late in life he became
involved. He married, on 6 December 1758 a distant cousin, Helen
Hamilton, fifth daughter of the second son of the Earl of Haddington.
Helen brought little property to the family, but her connections were
extensive and her fecundity considerable.’

For over twenty years after his marriage, Dunbar Douglas led the
life of a minor and obscure Scottish nobleman, putting all his energies
into the modernization of his estates, especially a property at St.
Mary’s Isle just outside the town of Kirkcudbright acquired by the
family in 1725. A manor house was constructed - and extended -
while lands were marled, trees planted, and livestock (especially
sheep) bred to increasingly high standards.® St. Mary’s Isle became
the centre of a model farm, influential in bringing new techniques of
agriculture to Galloway and demonstrating their efficacy.® Dunbar’s
own specialities were horticultural, his heated green-houses producing
plants for ornamentation and experimentation. He planted trees
everywhere - for timber, for decoration, and for profit. His extensive
orchard of fruit trees was the basis of g scheme to establish an
orchard by the house of every tenant.’® Although now largely
forgotten, the 4™ Earl of Selkirk was noted in his day as one of
Scotland’s major agricultural improvers.*
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While Dunbar was active in his nursery, Helen was equally busy in hers.
An heir, Sholto Basil, was born on 3 September 1759, less than ten months
after the celebration of the nuptials. A sickly child, he died less than a year
later; the Countess was already carrying Isabella Margaret, born 6
September 1760. Seventeen months later another daughter, Helen, arrived,
and finally in March of 1763 came the long-awaited heir, Basil William,
who as the family’s eldest male held the courtesy title of Lord Daer. After
Basil a succession of male children followed: John in 1765, Dunbar in 1766,
Alexander in 1767, David in 1769 (he died in May 1770), and finally
Thomas on 20 June 1771. The Countess had seemingly done her work well,
and the family was well supplied with males to carry on the line. Who could
suspect that the four eldest males would all die unmarried and childless,
leaving only Thomas to survive his father and inherit the title’ As if satisfied
with her production of males, Helen shifted back to daughters, with Mary in
1773, Elizabeth in 1775, Catherine in 1778, and finally Anne (who lived but
ten days) in 1782. In twenty-three years the Countess of Selkirk had
produced thirteen children - seven males and six females - ten of whom,
evenly divided between the sexes, survived infancy. The house at St. Mary’s
Isle would be full of children for many years.*

In the period of continual childbirth, Dunbar Douglas seemed content to
improve his lands and enjoy his constantly expanding family. His only major
involvement with the larger world was thrust upon him when because of his
inheritances he became a chief litigant in the most notorious and
complicated legal case in eighteenth-century Scotland, the so-called
“Douglas Cause.”*® This case concerned the disposition of the estate of
Archibald, Duke of Douglas, who died without issue on 21 July 1761. A
death-bed settlement had left the estate to the heirs of the Duke’s father’s
body, making the heir apparent Archibald Steuart Douglas, the only
surviving son of the Duke’s only sibling, Lady Jane Douglas, who had died
in 1753. Archibald had been born in Paris in 1748 in mysterious
circumstances to a fifty-one year old Lady Jane, who two years earlier had
married Colonel John Steuart, an aged scapegrace Jacobite adventurer. Few
questioned that Lady Jane had given birth to twins in 1748, but there was
reason to suspect, it transpired, that these children had died with one being
replaced by Colonel John from the ranks of the Paris poor.** As one of the
closest kinsmen of the deceased Duke - apart from Archibald - Dunbar had
claims based upon earlier family settlements and previous wills. The Court
of Session at Edinburgh decided routinely late in 1762 against the Earl of
Selkirk and the other claimant, the Duke of Hamilton, in favour of the
designated heir.*®
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At this point the Douglas Case had not yet become the Douglas
Cause. But the chief attorney for the Duke of Hamilton, Andrew Stuart,
had become increasingly suspicious of the evidence surrounding young
Archibald’s birth, and research in France produced information which
called into question whether he was truly the son of Lady Jane Douglas.
That evidence was heard in 1766 and 1767, and in a dramatic occasion
at Holyrood House, the fifteen judges decided by one vote to deny
Archibald’s maternity.*® Archibald, aided by a young James Boswell,
appealed to the House of Lords, which voted in 1769 in his favour.*’
The Earl of Selkirk had remained aloof from the attack on Archibald’s
parentage, but returned to press his own claims based on ancient
documents after the Lords had decided the filiation issue. Selkirk lost
his case in the Edinburgh Court of Sessions late in 1769, but decided to
appeal to the House of Lords. A stubborn man, Dunbar began a series
of actions based upon conviction, many of which went against the
weight of contemporary public opinion. He soon became notorious in
both Scottish and British public life as a quixotic figure, a fervent
supporter of lost causes.

Estate improvement, a large family, and legal battles were
expensive matters. Dunbar was prepared to sell his Baldoon lands, and
lived for the next twenty years on credit backed by the potential value
of his Wigtonshire property. In the midst of his legal maneuvering
towards the House of Lords in the Douglas Case, Thomas was born.
With four elder brothers ahead of him in the succession to the title, no
one in the family could have anticipated that tiny Thomas was the
prospective Fifth Earl of Selkirk. His birth was met with family
rejoicing, but not on the basis of dynastic factors.

Even before the birth of Thomas, his father had added yet another
windmill against which he could tilt, in this case the interference of the
British government in the Scottish peerage elections. By the Act of
Union of 1707, the Scots peers were allowed to elect sixteen of their
number to represent them at Westminster, thus effectively reducing the
status of the Scottish peerage below that of their English cousins, each
of whom held a birthright seat in the House of Lords. By 1770 a series
of unofficial procedures and rules had developed governing elections.
Neither open campaigning nor political organization was formally
allowed. Peers were permitted to draft circumspect letters to their
fellows informing them of a willingness to “stand”
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(not to “run”), and a few friends of the candidate might meet in an
Edinburgh tavern or oyster house before the election to encourage him. Vote
exchanging was permitted. Open voting by the peers took place at every
general parliamentary election, although it was possible to ballot by proxy or
to submit signed lists rather than appear in person at Edinburgh. The very
diffidence of the peers to engage in politicking inevitably led to
encroachments on the system by British governments in search of
parliamentary support.*®

Late in 1770 the death of the Duke of Argyle forced a peerage by-
election, and the North ministry found an opposition developing to its
attempts to influence the results. That opposition was led, particularly on
that day in January of 1771 fixed for the election at Holyrood House, by the
Earl of Selkirk, who declared to his fellow peers that “the ministers of state
have, contrary to the rights of the constitution, used undue influence relative
to the election,” especially by intimidating “all who have dependence on the
favours of administration from giving their votes in that unbiassed manner
which is essential to the existence of liberty and our free constitution. “*°
This ringing declaration of “True Whig” sentiments was the first of many
occasions when the Earl of Selkirk and his family would fight for the
independence of the Scots peerage and the status of their order. The problem
of the peerage was one inherited from Dunbar by his heir Thomas, and the
latter would find it equally vexing. In 1774 Dunbar again battled
unsuccessfully to halt government interference with Scottish peerage
elections.

The 4™ Earl of Selkirk publicly opposed the North ministry for political
meddling, although he was also highly critical of the government’s policies,
particularly toward the American colonies. As he would later write, “with
regard to the King’s Ministers, | neither have nor can have any interest with
them, as | have generally disapproved of most of their measures, and in
particular of almost their whole conduct in the unhappy and illjudged
American War.”?® Not only had he no connection with the administration, he
insisted, but “except having the disadvantage of a useless Scottish title, | am
in all respects as much a Private Country Gentleman as any one can be,
having a retired life in the country and engaging in no factions whatever.
Such protestations were quite accurate for Dunbar’s behaviour until the end
of the American War, although the wider world occasionally intruded upon
his privacy and that of his family, perhaps nowhere so distressingly as in
April of 1778, when a party from the American vessel Ranger, under the
command of John Paul Jones, raided St. Mary’s Isle.

121
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John Paul (he added the Jones after leaving Scotland) was the son of a
gardener from Arbigland, Kirkcudbright, who did not realize that the “great
laird” of his childhood was not a figure of national prominence. His scheme
to capture the Earl of Selkirk to publicize the war in Scotland was thwarted
by Dunbar’s absence from the estate. But although based on an obviously
erroneous assessment of Selkirk’s importance, it was otherwise not a bad
plan. The fact that an American naval vessel could raid the Scottish coast at
will and engage in political kidnapping would have had enormous
propaganda value. Rumours then and since that Jones was an illegitimate
member of the Earl’s family have met with no substantiation.?? In later years
Thomas Douglas would credit his fervent anti-Americanism to the trauma of
the Jones raid. As he wrote in 1813, “this was a momentous event in my life.
| was terribly frightened . . . and when | was but a youth | developed an
antipathy for the United States due almost solely to the buccaneering of John
Paul.”?® Other more important reasons can be advanced for the 5" Earl’s
later American hostility, and too much ought not to be placed on the
shoulders of John Paul Jones. Young Thommy Douglas did not actually
witness the raid, although he undoubtedly heard much about it, and when he
met the American sailor in 1791 he displayed no signs of dislike.*
Moreover, the raid itself was merely a tempest in a teapot. Jones himself was
not present, and his officers behaved civilly, settling for the family silver
when it became clear they could not have a human prize. Jones himself
would later return the booty?> News of the raid reached Dunbar on his way
back to St. Mary’s Isle and he rushed home, meeting the Countess and the
children at Annan, whereupon the family joined the Dumfries social circuit
and became totally immersed in “dressing, assemblys, suppers and receiving
visits.”?® Not surprisingly, Dunbar became increasingly concerned with
government plans for home defence, another obsession which carried over to
his heir.

The John Paul Jones affair was probably the major external event in the
life of the young Thomas Douglas until his departure for school in England
in 1782. The matter of schooling must have been something of a problem for
his parents. Although a bright lad, he was not physically strong and was far
removed from the inheri-tance. The boy would have to fend for himself in
life, and his parents sought to prepare him for a profession. At the same
time, he was both retiring and unworldly. He required exposure to the world
rather than the cossetted life of private tutoring, but was hardly ready for



7 Introduction

the rough and tumble of Scotland’s only possible school, the Edinburgh
High School, widely known at the time for its harshness and vulgarity.
“Among the boys,” later observed Henry Cockburn, who had attend the
school in the 1780s, “coarseness of language and manners was the only
fashion. An English boy was so rare, that his accent was openly laughed at.
No Lady would be seen within its walls. Nothing evidently civilized was
safe. Two of the masters, in particular, were so savage, that any master
doing now what they did every hour, would certainly be transported.”?’
Such an environment would hardly suit a peer’s son of delicate
constitution. Fortunately, the English school which elder brother Basil had
attended was still in operation, and so Thomas was taken there.

Palgrave - the school was named after the town in which it was
situated - was on the border of Norfolk and Suffolk, about thirty miles
northeast of Cambridge. It was one of the many dissenting academies
opened in 18™-century England to train the sons of non-Anglican
merchants and professionals, and occasionally the offspring of Scottish
peers. Begun in 1774 and closed in 1785, its life was longer than most
such institutions?® Like most dissenting academies, it was concerned with
the present. Its students were not to be men of leisure and were not likely
to require the classical education required to attend Oxford and
Cambridge, both closed to dissenters. Palgrave and its many competitors
were the educational outlets for the two main currents of dissenting
thought in the eighteenth century: evangelical pietism and experimental
science.” Both currents were, at the time, breaks with the arid formalism
of the past.

Ostensibly Palgrave was run by the Reverend Rochemont Barbauld,
but contemporaries recognized its real force was Barbauld’s wife, the
former Anna Laetitia Aiken, whose family originated in Kirkcudbright.
Mrs. Barbauld, as Anna Laetitia was always known, was a minor but well-
known literary figure, accepted by Samuel Johnson as his most successful
imitator. She was most celebrated for her “Hymns in Prose for Children,”
perhaps the first serious literary work written expressly for children at
their own level.*® The Barbaulds were evangelical Unitarians, hostile to
predestination and crisis conversion experiences, but also to undue
rationalism. They believed in experiential piety and a genteel Christian
lifestyle, and were the precursors of what is today popu-larly regarded as
“Victorian Morality.” For young Thomas, Mrs. Barbauld was a critical
influence, uniting the notions of moral and intellectual development in
ways not really Enlightenment Rationalism but rather Enlightenment
Moralism. She clearly contributed to making the young man more than
a bit of a prig.
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The Barbaulds encouraged leadership as well as scholarship, and
their school’s rules prefigured the major educational reforms of the
English public school of the nineteenth century.®* Thomas fitted well
into their programme, and at one point Mrs. Barbauld commented that
he had “grown into a very fine youth & is in every sense one of the first
if not the first among his fellow students. He has a well-directed
ambition, a sprightly pleasing manner which if I am not mistaken will
enable him to make a figure in future life.” Revealingly, she added, “he
is not one of those however who entertain us.”*? Thomas Douglas had
no sense of levity or playfulness. His approach to life was enthusiastic
but totally serious.

While young Thom was in England rubbing the Scottish burrs off
his accent and further developing the sense of moral responsibility
inculcated by his parents, his father decided to enter Scottish politics in
a committed way. In 1784 a new ministry, headed by William Pitt,
came into power. Its Scottish lieutenants, especially members of the
Dundas family who spoke for the gentry and professional classes, were
once again arranging the election of Scottish peers.** A liberal Whig
government which Dunbar could enthusiastically support, had been
briefly in power to arrange the unpopular peace with America, but the
Pitt ministry - whatever Pitt’s personal appeal - was supported by
elements which Dunbar found unsympathetic and unattractive. In 1782
he had joined the Society (or Constitutional Information, founded by
Christopher Wyvill and John Cartwright, which was committed to
parliamentary reform.®* The Pitt ministry was hardly reformist. The
Earl of Selkirk girded himself to resume battle against political
interference from Whitehall in the peerage elections of Scotland. Over
the next few years, while young Thomas Douglas grew to manhood, his
family would become increasingly connected with opposition to the
ruling elements in Scotland and Britain. Dunbar, in close collabo-ration
with his eldest son and heir, Lord Daer, would fight fiercely for reform
of the political privileges of the Scottish peerage, and eventually for
more wide-reaching changes in the franchise and representation. In the
process, the family would make itself politically and socially
unacceptable to most of its contemporaries, a fact of enormous
importance to the future career of its youngest son when he
unexpectedly succeeded his father as 5™ Earl of Selkirk.
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The new-found militancy of Dunbar Douglas in 1784 was initially merely a
logical extension of his earlier concerns for the independence of his order.
During the 1770s he had opposed the political interference of the ministry in
the Scottish peerage elections, but had neither attempted to lead those who
shared his fears nor endeavoured to organize his colleagues. He now recog-
nized that a purely personal opposition was insufficient to deal with
concerted ministerial policy. He therefore “formed a Plan for a General
Union of those who wished for freedom in the Peerage Election uncontrolled
by Court Influence,” and to his surprise discovered it was not a “Wild
Chimera.”®® Others were prepared to rally to his standard. Like most “True
Whigs” of his century, Dunbar associated the chief threat to freedom with
the factionalization created by the government and stood only reluctantly for
selection as a representative peer at the head of a faction of opposition. He
was at first a reluctant politician, who had shown little previous interest in
public life and would demonstrate little agility in the corridors of power.
But, again typically, once involved he became totally committed. Once
engaged, there could be no retreat. Each confrontation and each defeat
merely strengthened his determination. Stubbornness was a family trait,
which would serve both as advantage and disadvantage. Unsuccessful in his
declared candidacy to the House of Lords in 1784, Dunbar protested his
defeat to Lord Camden in London on the grounds of government interfer-
ence which had reduced the Scottish peerage to “the most wretched
dependence on Ministry. “*

In his letter to Camden, Dunbar noted that he could, if he so desired,
determine Commons elections in two counties. Instead, he proclaimed self-
righteously, more than twenty years earlier, “rather than be dependent on
Ministers, | gave up all connection with Politicks & retired indignantly into
obscurity and insignificance; and threw away then as good an Interest as any
Peer in Scotland had.”’ Dispatching Lord Daer, just turned twenty-one, as
his emissary, Dunbar frightened the government with the prospect of a
formal protest to the House of Lords, and it offered him what seemed to be a
promise to reform the peerage elections. Selkirk spent the next months
preparing a petition for reform, but as the ministry well knew, he could not
obtain sufficient support from his colleagues.-”* This first involvement of
the family with Scottish peerage reform was hardly the last. Lord Daer took
up the issue in a different context, and twenty years later Thomas - as Fifth
Earl - would again resume the struggle to convince his fellow peers to
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alter inequitable procedures, with little more ultimate effect on the system.

As for young Thomas, he spent the summer of 1785 in the
companionship of the son of a New York Loyalist taken under Dunbar’s
wing. The Earl described the young man, the son of former governor
Cadwallader Colden, as exhibiting “too many of the prejudices of the
American Loyalists,” but some of these hostilities may well have rubbed
off on his hosts *° Certainly it was from the Coldens that the family
acquired land in upper New York State which would help lead Thomas to
his eventual career in North America .*°

In the autumn of 1785 Lady Selkirk took her three youngest children,
including Thomas, to Edinburgh, where they were boarded at the house of
a Miss Colburn. Thus was Thomas introduced to the city of Edinburgh,
where he would enter the University and spend five happy years maturing.

The city in which Thomas was to spend his adolescence was then at
the height of its renaissance, the centre of the Enlightenment in Scotland
and already renowned throughout the world - both for its architectural
splendours and its learned conversation - as the “Athens of the North.”
Architects like the Adam brothers were busy laying out squares of classical
symmetry in the recently-developed New Town, and filling them with
houses of equally classical pro-portions. Public buildings were also being
constructed at a rapid rate.** But classical Edinburgh was not built simply
on bricks and mortar; its real asset was its people, especially those
associated with the university. Most of the leading intellectual figures -
doctors, lawyers, scholars, philosophers, poets - had little connection with
the merchants and professionals of the New Town, but resided in the
medieval closes of the Old Town atop the “Mound.” Here was the
university, albeit housed in new buildings, and here were the taverns,
coffee-shops, and oyster bars which served as the meeting places for the
hundreds of “clubs” for which Edinburgh was justly famed. There was a
club for almost every taste, ranging from gambling to scientific discussion,
and it was in these gatherings, perhaps more than in the lecture halls of the
university or even the drawing rooms of the well-to-do, that one could find
the giants of the Scottish Enlightenment: David Hume, philosopher and
historian; Adam Smith, political economist; William Cullen, medical
theorist and reformer; Dugald Stewart, philosopher and teacher; and the
young men - like Robert Burns the poet or Thom Douglas the peer’s son -
who flocked around them. *2
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While scholars have long debated the precise concatenation of causes
for this outpouring of creative energy in a relatively poor, small, isolated,
and exploited part of Europe, and have equally argued over its direction and
ideology, what has been generally accepted is that the basis of the Scottish
Enlightenment was a questioning skepticism toward traditional knowledge
and a rethinking of old questions on the basis of new conceptualization and
even experimentation. ** Along with this open attitude toward knowledge
went a firm conviction that any attempts to improve the lot of mankind
through enlightened ideas was not merely beneficial but necessary, and such
reformism was the highest form of moral behaviour possible for the sensitive
and responsible individual. Whether such views were Moral Idealism or
Moral Pragmatism is irrelevant to appreciating the thrust of the movement.*

Into this electric atmosphere stepped Thomas Douglas - barely fifteen -
who matriculated at the University of Edinburgh in December of 1785. His
intention, or perhaps that of his father for him, was to prepare for a career in
the law. His courses over the next few years would be standard fare at the
time: classics, mathematics, logic, rhetoric, belles-lettres, natural
philosophy, and ethics. There is little evidence he took many of them terribly
seriously.* Attendance at the university was basically unorganized and
decentralized. The student applied for tickets of leave to attend a course of
lectures, remunerating the lecturer with a fee for the ticket, and went along
to listen and take notes - or not - at his pleasure. No one took attendance,
there was no student participation in classes, and there were no term essays
or course examinations. Those upwardly mobile students attending with a
view toward eventual certification in one of the professions such as law or
medicine would ultimately face some sort of reckoning, and many ambitious
students took detailed lecture and reading notes which still survive today. *°
For a young man like Thomas Douglas, however, whose family position
assured some future and whose social status could be guaranteed to open
doors, most of the learning process could be less formal. Unlike his elder
brother Basil, who had an outward-going personality and mixed easily with
all ranks of society - Robert Burns wrote a poem about their meeting - young
Thomas was diffident and modest, traits which could be interpreted as an
attitude of aloof superiority. For Thomas, making friends would always be
difficult.

As Thomas returned to Edinburgh in 1786 for his first full year at the
university, two events in his family occurred which would affect him
considerably. One was symptomatic, the other sympathetic. His father
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broke with his kinsman Lord Morton over peerage politics, the first of
many such rifts with the Scottish aristocracy which would mark the
growing gulf between the Selkirk clan and their order in Scotland .*” On
the brighter side, Tom’s sister Helen became betrothed to James Hall of
Dunglass, a well-known figure in Edinburgh scientific circles. *® The
wedding took place at St. Mary’s Isle on 11 November 1786. The
acquisition of Hall as a brother-in-law was of enormous importance to
Thomas, for it provided him with an older man who could serve as mentor
and exemplar, a role old Dunbar obviously could not fill. Like the 4" Earl,
James Hall was particularly close to Lord Daer, but unlike Thomas’ father,
Hall could and did find time for Thomas, and the Hall house in Edinburgh
provided a centre of activity in which Thomas could participate. If Hall
provided guidance and example, so too did Professor Dugald Stewart, an
old family friend and lecturer in moral philosophy at the university.*® A
leading exponent of the Scottish “Common Sense” school of philosophy,
Stewart was a worthy successor to Francis Hutcheson. Less overtly
political than Hutcheson, Stewart maintained that virtue and morality were
epitomized by selfless dedication to the improvement of society.*® In later
years, “Thomas would as 5™ Earl attempt to combine the scientific spirit of
James Hall, with its emphasis on careful experimentation, with the
philosophical spirit of Stewart, which stressed an altruistic dedication to
others.

Dunbar was finally elected as a representative peer at a by-election
early in 1787, and while he spent increasing amounts of time in London,
even acquiring a residence there, Thomas began to make some friends
among his fellow students. In the summer of 1787, Thomas made a number
of expeditions on horseback by himself and with his brothers, practising
sketching and studying geology with James Hall. He spent considerable
time on the Dumfries social circuit, where - as he wrote undergraduate
friend William Clerk of Pennicuik - “every body has been dancing like the
devil.”* While Dunbar and Daer engaged in various projects of estate
improvement, “Thomas built and planted on a smaller scale. He
constructed a cottage, and planned a tree “plantation” seventy feet long by
thirty feet broad. Still apprenticing, Thomas was clearly attempting to
follow in the footsteps of his elders.

Although a fifth son still unrecognized by the outside world, Thomas
gradually expanded his horizons. By the autumn of 1788 he had begun
attending law lectures, coming into contact with many more of his
ambitious
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contemporaries. Chief among his new friends, perhaps met through William
Clerk, was a young man almost exactly his age slightly lamed by a
childhood bout with polio. Walter Scott had completed his preparation at
Edinburgh High School and had moved on to the law school at the univer-
sity.®? A small circle of about a dozen young students which included Scott,
William Clerk, Adam Ferguson, George Abercromby, and Thomas Douglas,
formed an informal organization in imitation of their elders known as “The
Club,” which met Friday evenings in a room in Carrubber’s Close for
discussion and debate. The participants then adjourned to a nearby oyster
tavern to - in Scott’s words - “doff the world aside and bid it pass.” >* The
Club’s members remained close friends. Throughout their later careers,
mainly in law, they dined twice a year at the close of the winter and summer
sessions of the law courts, and marked personal triumphs by allowing the
celebrant to host a special dinner for his old associates. Only Walter Scott
and Thomas Douglas made their marks outside the Scottish legal
community, and while their respective careers as British literary figure and
North American colonizer made it difficult for them to remain close friends
in later years, there was always a bond of mutual respect and admiration
between the two men. **

On 22 December 1789, the Honourable Thomas Douglas petitioned for
membership in the Speculative Society of Edinburgh, thus attempting to join
brothers Basil, Dunbar, and John within the ranks of the most prestigious
undergraduate organization at the university. Its origins dated to 1764, and
membership was limited to twenty-five. The society had its own room
originally built at society expense in 1769 and expanded in 1775 adjacent to
the college, as well as its own library. At each meeting one member was to
“deliver a Discourse on any Subject” of his choice, and every other member
in attendance could comment once on the presentation. Afterwards a debate
was held from a previously prepared list of questions, the topic again opened
by a member. The subjects of discussion were contentious current issues,
often political in nature, and as with most student organizations, the fortunes
of the Society depended upon the enthusiasm and commitment of its
members. During the 1780s the Society had flourished. Again in common
with most such student organizations, the Speculative Society’s politics were
radical and critical of the Establishment, and its for-tunes would decline as
the events of the French Revolution and the activities of its British
supporters (including Thomas’s family) brought suspicion on all those who
questioned the existing order. >
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While Thomas sought peer group acceptance among Edinburgh’s
student body, his elder brother Daer opened the first round in a series of
open challenges to the established order of Scotland. On 6 and 13 October
1789, Daer had attempted to enroll as a freeholder in Wigton and
Kirkcudbright, being refused on the grounds that he was the eldest son of a
Scottish peer and hence ineligible to exercise the freeholder’s privilege of
voting for and sitting in the House of Commons.*® The Act of Union of
1707 stated that none were eligible to sit in the British Parliament who had
been ineligible for the Scottish one before 1707, and the last eldest son had
sat in Scotland’s Assembly in 1558. After the Union eldest sons were
routinely disqualified by the Commons, although Alexander Saltoun
pointed out in 1788 that these decisions meant that the eldest sons of
Scottish peers were “marked out as a distinct and separate body of
subjects, to whom alone the rights and privileges of Britons are refused.”’
The anamoly was a double liability for an able young man like Daer, for
succession to the title would merely allow him to enter the lottery for an
elected seat in the Lords, while family influence in Galloway could
virtually assure him a secure place in the Commons. Daer appealed the
local rejection, with his father’s full support.

Thomas was easily admitted to the Speculative Society, and he had his
first opportunity to speak publicly there on 2 March 1790, when the
question of the evening was “Has the late Revolution in France been
equally glorious and will it be attended with consequence equally
beneficial to that Country that the Revolution in 1688 has to this?” Where
Thomas stood on this question is not clear from the records, but he spoke
with animation and served as teller for the victorious ayes on 13 April,
when the question was a more pointed “Will the late Revolution in France
have a beneficial effect upon the interests of Great Britain?” On 27 April,
Thomas read his first essay to the Society. The subject was “The
Territorial Tax.” Owing to the paper’s great length and to questions put to
its presenter, the discussion topic had to be postponed.-*® His arguments
have not survived, but characteristically, they were obviously dealt with
exhaustively. Equally characteristically, Thomas had chosen a topic which
fell within the realm of political economy, the subject which was always
closest to his heart.

In the parliamentary elections of 1790, both Dunbar and Daer
challenged the system without success. Putting himself at the head of the
“associated Independent Peers,” the Earl of Selkirk stood for re-election to
the House of Lords, but was defeated by a government list and the
manipulation of proxy
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votes.”® He appealed his defeat to the House of Lords, which spent three
years on the case before finally overturning the official results and seating
him. As for Daer, he attempted to stand for the Commons, but was defeated
in an election for a seat representing one of the fourteen Scottish royal
boroughs.®® He did not even get to test the Commons as his father did the
Lords. The events of the French Revolution and the arguments of Edmond
Burke’s Reflection on the Revolution in France led both government and
the landed aristocracy to oppose political reform, with which Dunbar’s
family was becoming increasingly associated.

Over the winter of 1790-91 Thomas was back in Edinburgh. He opened
debate on the first question discussed by the Speculative Society - “Have the
National Assembly of France acted wisely in abolishing hereditary
jurisdiction?” - and was a chief supporter of the petition for membership of
Mr. Walter Scott. He served on the committee to select new questions for
debate and listened to an essay by James Gordon on colonization, perhaps
his first introduction to the issue which would become his life’s chief
passion. He spoke, undoubtedly in the negative, on the question “Ought any
permanent support to be permitted for the poor?” and was teller for the nays
on the question “Ought the Duration of Parliament to be shortened?”®* This
latter involvement, on 30 March 1791, was Thomas’s last active one with the
Society, for in early April he left the city for revolutionary Paris with his
brother-in-law Sir James Hall, and he never returned to student life at the
university. Enlightenment Edinburgh had given him its basic sensibilities,
and now it was off to revolutionary Europe to observe ideas in action.

Sir James Hall had travelled extensively in Europe in the 1770s,
establishing contact with a number of leading intellectuals and scientists,
especially in France, where he formed a particular friend ship with the
French chemist Antoine Lavoisier. ®® The tour of 1791 was intended to
renew these contacts, as well as to get some first-hand sense for the family
of political developments in a highly volatile European situation. Moreover,
Hall obviously intended to provide some direction and tutelage for his
brother-in-law. A tour of Europe was an essential component of the
education of any eighteenth-century British gentleman. Thomas Douglas had
never been any further from St. Mary’s Isle than Palgrave, and to send him
overseas by himself was not advisable. Thomas and his brothers obviously
looked up to and admired Hall, and so the elder man made an ideal
supervisor.

Hall and Thomas Douglas left Dunglass, the site of the Hall
country residence on the east coast of Scotland, on 3 April 1791.
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The coach journey through England was swift, averaging eleven miles
per hour on some days, and the pair were in London within four days,
greeted at the Selkirk London house in Upper Brook St. by the “whole
family.” After a brief visit, an expanded party of Hall, Lord Daer,
John Douglas, and Thomas left on 15 April for France in their own
coach. Once in France, the party stopped by roadside on the way to
Paris to talk to peasants about agriculture. At St. Omens they saw a
new design of plough and Hall tried it out, to the peasant’s
astonishment. “Daer said that in our country every body held the
plough & that we were not aristocrats” like the hated French nobility,
noted Hall. By 19 April the group were in Paris, where Hall re-
established contact with his friends Lavoisier and LaRochefoucauld.
On 21 April the party had been invited to a soiree attended by Dupont
de Nemours, Condorcet, and LaRochefoucauld. Daer left his brothers
at this point to take lodgings in the Grand Hotel du Vendome. Hall,
John, and Thomas eventually ended up in the Grand Hotel de Vauben,
Rue de Richelieu.®®

Hall’s diary of the visit is full of daily doings, mainly with “T.”
They dined regularly with Lavoisier, heard about the revolution from
Condorcet, listened to Robespierre and other debaters at the National
Assembly, and attended plays and operas. On 13 May John returned to
England, leaving Hall and Thomas together, although they were
frequently joined by Daer. On 7 May John Paul Jones called on the
visitors at their hotel, having met Daer the night before at a soiree,
but refused to be drawn on the Selkirk raid. That same evening Hall
and Thomas dined “at home” with Abbe Sieyes, Condorcet, and
Lavoisier. The last took off his coat after dinner to help the young
Scot with a chemical experiment of some sort. A few days later,
Thomas entered a discussion with a dinner guest on Locke’s
insistence on the relationship of government to the protection of
private property. Hall had initiated the subject by remarking that the
estate of a man without children should be distributed among the
poor, and recorded in his diary, “T.D. supported me in this by saying
that to employ a man’s estate on his death for the public service was
making a present to those who otherwise must have paid for that
service, to those who paid the taxes, that is, as we all agreed to the
landed proprietors - to the rich and not the poor.” * The pair
subsequently adjourned to dinner with a number of prominent
republican leaders, including Brissot de Warville and du Chastellet.



17 Introduction

The summer months of June and July 1791 passed quickly. The times
were exciting, and the little party of Scots enjoyed a constant round of social
engagements, as well as visits to the countryside to study agricultural practice
and survey the state of the people in a period of revolutionary change. Lord
Selkirk himself joined them in late June, at the same time that Louis XVI was
carried by the “mob” to Paris. There were regular visits to the National
Assembly to listen to the debates, mainly over the future of the monarchy and
France’s overseas colonies, and on one occasion Thomas observed that “the
republican spirit of the country” seemed greater than was to be found in Paris
itself.> On 3 July, on the eve of the anniversary of the American Declaration
of Independence, the party dined at home with Thomas Paine as principal
guest. Paine was full of stories and anecdotes, and admitted his understanding
of French was quite imperfect. A few days later the Scots “supt” at
Condorcet’s rooms with du Chastellet and Paine, talking of the “fable about
maintaining bees, emigrants, education.” On 7 July Hall recorded, “Abbe
Sieyes has written a monarchial letter in the Moniteur & Payne who goes to
England tomorrow with Daer means to have an answer to it.”®® The next day
Daer set out for England with Thomas Paine and The Rights of Man
accompanying him.

After Daer’s departure, Hall and Thomas were thrown even more closely
together. By this time events in Paris were moving at a breakneck pace, and
the two men spent much time crowding into public gatherings to observe and
listen. They still managed to find time for regular dinner parties with the
leading intellectual figures of Paris, usually discussing some aspect of political
economy. Although they occasionally visited with members of the British
community, including British Ambassador Lord Gower, they found “Lady
Sutherland ... remarkably cool,” undoubtedly because the Selkirk group had
become notorious as “violent friends of liberty.”®” A Paris newspaper reported
that Robespierre was plotting with two Englishmen whose names - M. D’Ark
and M. le Chev’r d’Ark - obviously conflated Daer, Hall, and Selkirk. Such
public-ity probably hastened the departure of the little party from France and
they were back in London by 27 July. A few days later Hall and Thom called
on Sir Joseph Banks and Josiah Wedgewood, subse-quently meeting Mr. and
Mrs. Barbauld at dinner, where they “disputed much about French politics.”®®

No written record by Thomas Douglas survives of his reaction to this
French visit of 1791, but it must have had a considerable impact upon him, as
it certainly did upon a far more urbane and experienced Sir James Hall. For
the
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younger man, it had been largely an opportunity to observe and listen, but
one given to few of his generation. In a short space of time, he had been
exposed to the leading philosophes of revolutionary France, and had at least
listened to them discuss politics and economics in an informal setting. He
had witnessed the turmoil of the French Revolution at first hand, and had if
nothing else been made to appreciate that intellectuals could also be men of
action, that ideas were not necessarily mere academic exercises. Throughout
his later career, Thomas would insist on the need to translate ideas into
action, on the need to test social theories experimentally. Paris in 1791 was
not the only influence upon him in this regard, but it was undoubtedly a
critical one, for the city was far more alive with a spirit of adventure and
social experimentation than was the staid little Edinburgh which had been
his previous uxemplar.

If the Paris visit of 1791 was influential for “Thomas, it also had an
enormous effect upon others of his family, particularly Lard Daer, whose
activities became increasingly radicalized after his return from France with
Thomas Paine. In October of 1791 Daer finally managed to become enrolled
as a Kirkcudbright freeholder, and this action was immediately challenged in
the courts.®® Daer had not only to battle for the rights of the eldest sons of
Scottish peers, but he and his father had to struggle against an increasingly
hostile opinion of their politics among the Scottish aristocracy. Lord Selkirk
found himself “deserted and avoided by most of his former acquaintances
and friends,” few of whom would have regarded Daer as did Sir Ralph
Abercromby.” That worthy commented of Daer that “unless the opinions of
a young man of twenty had a tinge of republicanism, he would be sure to be
a corrupt man at forty.”’* Nevertheless, Selkirk radicalism was more than
most members of the Scottish aristocracy could manage, especially after it
became associated with popular electoral reform and not merely with
changes in peerage politics."

Late in April of 1792, a well-attended general meeting in Kirkcudbright
met to consider major electoral reform, including the reduction of property
qualifications and the sending of delegates to
a convention in Edinburgh in July. Lord Daer had written to the gathering
supporting reform and requesting “their vote for him as a delegate. “’s He
was duly chosen, but the County did not commit itself either to support the
delegates or the measures of the convention. Even this cautious action was
more than many could tolerate, one critic of the proceedings observing that
the logical extention of
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such “levelling principles” was the question of “why one man should be
allowed to be so rich, while another was so poor,” adding the inevitable
comment that the present state of Europe rendered “all attempts at Innovation
more improper now than at any other period.””

While his eldest brother was busy “politicking,” Thomas Douglas
continued his education. He planned a tour of the Highlands of Scotland, his
first visit to the region that would become the Scottish centre of his life’s
work. Why he chose to visit the region is not clear, although he had relations
who had married into the Highland clan leadership. In any event, accompanied
by a “Mr. Gilmour,” he set out in the spring of 1792. The only surviving
report of the journey comes in the form of a letter to his father, dated from
Perth on 2 May 1792. At Dundee, Thomas reported, “I had the honour of
seeing Mr. Dundas carried in procession & to be burnt in effigy immediately
for opposing the reform of the boroughs. The people seemed to have a dash of
the French qui vive.”” Obviously the young man was sympathetic to the
radical ardour of his family. We do not know much about Thomas’s Highland
visit in 1792, although he would later refer to it frequently in general terms.
He was by his own account present in Ross and Cromarty in August of 1792
when the population rose in arms against the introduction of new sheep-walks
in the area .16 It apparently induced him to learn to speak some Gaelic and
remained in the back of his mind for years, until he had the opportunity to do
something about the state of the region.

The meeting of the county delegates for electoral reform met in July and
adjourned until December of 1792. It was a distinguished gathering, including
Henry Erskine, the Lord Chief Baron of the Exchequer, the Lord Advocate of
Scotland, and Lord Daer, among others.”” Given the attendance by the
supporters of the government, the outcome was not very extreme. It was
agreed to reduce property qualifications from 400 £. to 100 £. Scots, and
submit such an alteration to the counties. Daer fought against such minor
palliatives, but the meeting eventually “unanimously came to resolutions
expressive of their attachment to the constitution of this country, and their
abhorrence of levelling principles.””® By this time Daer had joined the
London Corresponding Society for Constitutional Information, an organization
of craftsmen and artisans devoted to political reform, and the more extreme
London Friends of the People. He was also active in the first meeting of the
Friends of the People in Scotland meeting in Edinburgh shortly after the
electoral reform convention in December of 1792. This gathering
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of “Friends of the People” was regarded by the government as far more
dangerous than the convention, for it was composed of many men who were
disenfranchised artisans and who advocated the “levelling principles” the
convention had abhorred.”® Government spies and informers began to
infiltrate such organizations, and Daer himself was under surveillance,
eventually being advised to leave Scotland.

On 17 January 1793 Daer had written to Charles Grey (later Earl Grey
of the Reform Bill) that “Scotland has long groaned under the chains of
England,” and analyzing the English constitution “as we Scotsmen see it.
For Daer Scotland had been “a conquered province” from the Union of the
Crowns. Union had done little “except removing a part of the obstacles
which your greater power had posterior to the first Union (1603) thrown
around us.” Scotland was governed not by Parliament, declared Daer, but by
its law courts in audacious and arbitrary fashion. Because “We have been the
worse of every connection hitherto with you, the Friends of Liberty in
Scotland have almost universally been enemies to the Union with
England.”® This nationalistic declaration was, of course, highly subversive.
Not surprisingly, Robert Burns composed “Scots wha hae wi Wallace bled,”
often regarded as Scotland’s major nationalist anthem, on his way home
from an evening at St. Mary’s Isle in July 1793.%2

Thomas Douglas was not a witness to the events in Britain with which
Daer was so intimately involved. By late 1792 he was again back in France,
reporting to old mentor Dugald Stewart that the people anxiously awaited
the re-establishment of order, and observing that another insurrection might
make the establishment of armed force necessary.®® Thomas was in close
contact with Condorcet and Roederer, the former the leader of the
constitutional committee of the French convention, the latter the editor of
the Journal de Paris. He appears to have left France before the brutal
repression of these moderate elements. From Paris Thomas moved on to
Naples, where he visited a kinsman, Sir William Hamilton, perhaps best
known as the husband of Lady Emma Hamilton, whose torrid love affair
with Admiral Nelson became legendary. Thomas may well have been
present when the two lovers first met, although they would hardly have
noticed him, for by his own admission his “timidity” put him “in company
without making me one of the company. “s’ His father encouraged him to
acquire more worldly experience, writing “l have known many lads of
sixteen, who, as the vulgar saying is, could have bought and sold you in a
market.”® From Naples Thomas moved on to Switzerland,

»80
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apparently contemplating a military career in Poland.

Drifting through Europe seeking experience and searching for a career
was brought up short in 1794 by news of the death of brother Sandy in
Guadeloupe and the serious illness of Lord Daer, who died in Devonshire
in November of that year. The death of Daer was taken extremely badly by
his father, who had made Daer his constant companion, associate, and
confidante. A father’s entire hopes for the future of the family, as well as
for the fulfillment of ambitions he himself had never attained, had been
bound up in Daer, and the loss was a crippling blow both to Dunbar and to
his surviv-ing sons, who recognized full well that they were not regarded
in quite the same light. John became Lord Daer, but there was constant
friction between the new heir and his father, caused in part by the inability
of Dunbar to adjust to the new situation. As for Thomas, he was now no
longer a distant fifth son, but was now third in line to the title; John
himself was unwell, suffering from the same consumptive malady which
had struck down his elder brother. Thomas apparently managed to remain
abroad until 1796, when news of the death from yellow fever of brother
Dunbar at St. Kitt’s and of John’s continued ill health brought him home to
Scotland. He still had military aspirations, attempting in 1797 to raise a
corps of Scottish volunteers. His father opposed the venture. By this time
it was clear that Thomas was the family’s only hope, and his father’s
“distress of mind” at the prospect of military involvement held Thomas
back.® In 1797 John also died, and Thomas was now officially Lord Daer,
heir to the title.

As Lord Daer, Thomas spent much of his time managing the family
estate, acting essentially as “man of business” for his father, who was by
this time quite infirm. He engaged in complex negotiations, for example,
with the Town Council of Kirkcudbright, to tidy up boundary lines on
Selkirk lands which adjoined those of the town. At issue particularly were
some pieces of property held by the town completely surrounded by
Selkirk holdings, which the Earl was willing to exchange for lands on the
borders of his estate and more accessible to the town.®” Thomas bargained
hard, regarding the demands of the town as “extravagant and out of all
proportion to the value of the lands respectively.”®® He also attempted to
add to the estate’s salmon fishing rights on the River Dee, by renting the
town’s rights and taking over management of the fishery. This subject was
a touchy one since the town’s poor relied on the fishery both for food and
income.®® But Thomas had enormous energy, and it could not be satisfied
with estate management.
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Apart from his family responsibilities, he became involved in two projects,
one related to his interest in political economy, the other to his interest in
public service.

The political economy project was undertaken for the Board of
Agriculture, organized in 1793 by Sir John Sinclair, that industrious compiler
of social statistics and research information. The Board was a quasi-public
agency funded by Parliament but organized as a voluntary society with the
noted agriculturalist Arthur Young as secretary. It never really had a
satisfactory function, but its most successful activities were connected with
county-by-county agricultural surveys and reports, many of which were
published. The report for Galloway was to be the responsibility of Thomas,
Lord Daer, and he went about the task of gathering information on agricultural
practices with his usual enthusiasm, concentrating particularly on sheep
husbandry.” By early 1798 the report was in rough form, ready to be perused
by Sinclair but “not yet in a state for the public.”* By this time, however,
“The Board of Agriculture really ceased to be a government office, if it ever
had been one, and became a comfortable club.”®* The impetus for investigation
was lost and Thomas’s volume was never completed, although the rough notes
for it remain in the Selkirk Papers.

Although Thomas probably entered into each as a separate activity, there
was considerable connection between relieving the Galloway poor and
agricultural investigations. The late 1790s were
a period of agricultural distress, caused by poor harvests and war-time
inflation. Food was in short supply and expensive, and as Dunbar’s old friend
Charles James Fox once trenchantly put it, “the great majority of the people. .
., an enormous and dreadful majority are no longer in a situation where they
can boast that they live by the produce of their labour.” Contemporaries saw
few solutions. One was enclosure to increase production, especially of wheat.
Another was the notorious Speenhamland System, by which in England
especially low wages were supplemented by poor relief. Minimum wage laws
would infringe the sacred right of property - including the right of an
individual to sell his labour at the market rate - and many connected with the
Board of Agriculture attempted to convince the poor to consume alternative
and less costly foodstuffs.**

Thomas undoubtedly became involved in the problem of the relief of
Galloway’s poor as a major laird, although the problem fascinated him as a
political economist and as a reformer. His activities resulted in his first
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publication, an anonymous untitled pamphlet describing the 1799 relief
system obviously implemented at his instigation.*® The specifics of the
Galloway scheme outlined in the pamphlet are less important for our
purposes than the general philosophy enunciated by its author. Here three
points stand out. In the first place, Thomas characteristically approached the
problem as one of political economy, attempting to use the occasion to seek
“experimental proof” of the efficacy of particular methods.*® To the modern
reader, the dispassionate and coldly analytical tone of the pamphlet may
strike a discordant note. But it must be remembered that Thomas Douglas
thought of himself as both a social scientist - although he would not have
used such a term - and a philanthropist. At the same time, the second point
which emerges from the pampbhlet is its author’s clear sense of the social
responsibility of the upper classes. He had no interest in altering the
structure of society, but a definite desire to prevent social discontent by
drawing “closer those bonds of union between the different classes of
society, on which the stability of social order so essentially depends.”®’
Finally, the pamphlet advocated voluntarism and opposed the importation of
a Speenhamland-type system of poor relief to the city of Edinburgh.
Taxation for relief of the poor was opposed on the grounds that the poor will
not feel gratitude if “the only aid they receive is extorted from the rich
without their consent.”®® Moreover, such relief would lead the poor “to
believe that the assistance given them is their right” and any hardships
suffered would be “considered as an injustice.”®® Poor rates “will spread a
profligate dependence on it among the poorer classes; the money that would
otherwise be laid up for the support of age and infirmity, will go to the
whisky shop; poverty and misery continually increasing, will continually
add to the demands upon public charity.”*®° Such a policy not only
undermined the spirit of industry, it perpetuated the cycle of poverty it was
intended to relieve.

At this point, Thomas had not moved much beyond the point of
objecting to poor rates as destructive of the morals of the poor, and
recognizing an obligation - which should be voluntarily organ-ized - to assist
them. His critique of poor relief has a distinctly modern ring, even though
his solution does not. In later years Thomas would find an alternative way to
aid the poor which pre-served the principle of self-help in the concept of
emigration to North America. Such schemes were beyond the capacity of a
male heir, but the means for larger endeavours would soon come to hand. In
May of 1799 old Dunbar died, and Thomas Douglas became the Fifth Earl
of Selkirk. The old man’s financial affairs
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were quite tangled. As the male heir, Thomas inherited the Galloway
property and honoured statements in his last days by Dunbar of
bequests to his four daughters, although they were not legally
binding.*°* The major problem with the inheritance was the estate at
Baldoon, which had been sold in 1793 to Lord Galloway for 155,000
£. At the time, Dunbar had intended to use the proceeds to pay off the
family’s debts and provide an inheritance for his younger children.
Galloway’s offer paid off the debt but provided no surplus. Basil, then
Lord Daer, succeeded in persuading his father to write into the
agreement of sale the condition that the property would be leased to
Daer for ten years, at the end of which time arbiters would decide on
the value of the improvements made and Galloway would make an
additional payment of this amount.*?

The improvements made were not as great as Basil had hoped, for
he had been ill, and after his death the supervision of the estate
passed from brother to brother in rapid succession in the 1790s.
Nevertheless, the amount of money involved was considerable, and at
Dunbar’s death the arbitration had not vet occurred. There was
considerable family controversy over the added value to Baldoon.
Thomas insisted, based on his own knowledge and the opinions of the
family steward William Mure, that 60,000 £. was all the
improvements would bring. Sir James Hall questioned this
assessment, and there were accusations that Mure was not acting
entirely in the family’s interests - he and Sir James had never gotten
on - but Thomas stubbornly insisted that he would take 20,000 £. and
settle 10,000 £. on each of his sisters. The business would drag on for
years.

A valuation roll for purposes of the land tax was coincidentally
made up for Kirkcudbright immediately after Dunbar’s death, and
indicated that the main estate was valued for tax purposes at nearly
9000 £., a figure based on the annual rental value of the lands.'® In
addition, Thomas inherited land in New York State (which was
registered formally in his name in 1800) and scattered property
elsewhere in the south of Scotland. He had a gross income of perhaps
10,000 £. per year, certainly a substantial sum but not one sufficient
to permit the sort of adventurous colonization activity in which he
would subsequently engage without considerable strain on the estate.
In any event, although he had some years to prepare for the previously
unexpected eventuality, Thomas Douglas was now
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twenty-eight years old and the Fifth Earl of Selkirk. He had inherited
a significant estate, and had to decide what he was to do with his life.
Managing the Kirkcudbright lands, negotiating minor business with local
politicians, organizing poor relief for Galloway, were obviously not sufficient
outlets for his energies and aspirations.

In December of 1799 Selkirk turned to other matters beyond his estate. He
attempted unsuccessfully to gain approval from his fellow magistrates in
Kirkcudbright for a new scheme of poor relief, probably an institutionalization
of the one discussed in his printed pamphlet, which he may in part have had
published to argue his case before a larger audience.’® The reluctance of his
colleagues to join him in plans for local reform was joined that month by the
refusal of the town of Kirkcudbright to accept what Thomas regarded as
legitimate and rational arrangements to resolve the ongoing boundary disputes
between the town and the estate. The Town Council on 28 December 1799
rejected all his proposals as injurious to the town, and added insult to injury by
declaring that in some matters his Lordship was “misinformed as to the nature
& extent of their Mutual Rights.”**® Thomas undoubtedly found such attitudes
irritating, and they contributed to other factors which led him to look beyond
his immediate environs for his consuming interests. His eldest brother had
become a legend in the Galloway region, a mythic figure whose reputation
was only enhanced by his premature death. Thomas needed to be his own man,
not to follow in his brother’s footsteps. Finding wider horizons would require
some time, however. A political career was severely limited by the nature of
the Scottish peerage system, and by the fact that his family’s radical reputation
was quite out of step both with Scottish peerage opinion and British political
realities. Both the peerage and the government in London were Tory, and
appeared likely to remain so. Thomas was relatively young and virtually
unknown, and he needed to bring himself to the attention of his
contemporaries were he to be successful in peerage politics.

North America, 1800-1805

While surviving evidence does not allow us to identify the exact origins in
Selkirk’s mind of his interest in emigration and North American colonization,
it is clear that the schemes he ultimately implemented did nor come to him as
a fully-developed vision, but were instead worked out over a fairly protracted
period on the basis of reaction and readjustment to circumstances.
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Selkirk wanted to do something significant, and that something
eventually involved America. Even these vague ambitious conclusions
were probably arrived at very gradually, as he settled into the life of a
Scottish peer.

Little is known of Selkirk’s movements between late 1799 and
1801. There is a tantalizing reference in Dugald Stewart’s diary for
1801 which reads simply “St Mary’s Isle - North of Scotland”. '°® The
two men undoubtedly discussed subjects of mutual interest - moral
philosophy, philanthropy, and political economy - in the context of
Selkirk’s pamphlet on poor relief, a copy of which had been sent to
Stewart. It is tempting to speculate that Thomas, in company with his
former mentor, again toured the Highlands, great schemes bubbling in
his head. If so, it seems likely that Stewart, as his later
correspondence indicated, attempted to restrain the young man’s
enthusiasm. More concretely, Sir James Hall’s diary for October 1801
describes a brief tour in company with fellow geologist John Playfair
and Lord S.*" The party started at Dunglass and spent four or five
days in Edinburgh before travelling via the Dumfries races to the Isle
of Annan. There they revisited “the junction of Granite and Schistus
formerly discovered and traced by Ld Selkirk (then T.D.) & myself in
1788.” From the Isle the trio travelled through Ayrshire, where they
found some strata which could not be reconciled with other
observations. Hall noted, “Ld S. thinks that much may be ascribed to
back draughts taking effect after the first violent action had
ceased.”'% Although very much a dilettante geologist, Selkirk’s
opinions were obviously taken seriously by men who were regarded as
experts in their time. His interest in geology would persist throughout
his life, finding expression in his journal of his tour through North
America in 1803-1804 and later in his collection of geological
specimens in Western Canada. Hall’s record gives no indication of
any great projects being formulated by his brother-in-law, however,
although Selkirk apparently spent some time in Ireland in 1801 on a
fact-finding expedition.

The first evidence of Selkirk’s planning comes in a letter dated 20
November 1801 from Highland Roman Catholic Bishop John
Chisholm to his superiors in Edinburgh. The letter was sent by
express, wrote Chisholm, “on account of a letter | received from Lord
Selkirk whom I never saw and with whom | never corre-sponded.”*%°
Chisholm continued:

His Lordship’s letter was too long in the way and | was

determined to lose no time in answering it. It is the result
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of views that his Lordship did not communicate to me. But he
affirms that they are of importance and concern my flock. He
proposes my going to Edin’r immediately to have a personal
interview which is impossible just now as | have been very ill .... But
I promised his Lordship to be ready for Edin’r on the next intimation
from him if I continue to mend as | do ... In the meantime you’ll
examine into this affair as soon as you can and find out if possible the
meaning of it, without laying yourself open to any for | suppose as his
Lordship has not been explicit with me he wants to keep his view
secret.
The Roman Catholic church in Scotland was officially proscribed but
informally accepted by the government, which appreciated “the Loyalty &
Constitutional principles of the Roman Catholic Clergy of Scotland.”**° It was,
nevertheless, accustomed to secrecy and clandestine operations, and Bishop
Chisholm was only cautious and prudent, not hostile, to Selkirk’s overtures.

In January 1802 Bishop Chisholm reported, “I continue to correspond
with Selkirk. | cannot as yet give you any proper account of the business and it
is not quite clear to me yet.”*** At this point, the record becomes
exasperatingly silent, probably reflecting the fact that Chisholm managed to
meet with Selkirk and discuss the “business” with him personally, then
reporting orally to the leaders of the Church. In view of Selkirk’s activities
over the next few months, there can be no doubt that he was searching for
some sort of collaboration from the Catholic clergy in the Highlands to recruit
potential settlers for a colonization venture in North America. The “mania for
emigration” from the Highlands, particularly the Western Highlands and
Islands of Scotland, was in full swing by late 1801, and much publicized in the
press.**? Selkirk knew not only of the emigration, but of the disproportionate
numbers of Catholics who were involved. It seems likely that he received little
encouragement from Bishop Chisholm at this point, but the overtures indicate
that even before Selkirk had emerged publicly with a colonization proposal, he
had the Highlands in mind as a source for the settlers. In any event, in
February of 1802 Selkirk prepared a draft of a memorial to the British
government proposing that the Earl lead a colony of Irish Catholics to
Louisiana. Since a copy of the document was sent to Dugald Stewart, it is
probable that the subject had been discussed in 1801 with the older man, and
undoubtedly with others. In this first concrete evidence of Selkirk’s
American projects we can see in embryo the main outlines of his later
actions and arguments regarding emigration and colonization, as well
as the coming
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together of earlier influences and activities. Selkirk advocated a colony
in North America specifically for Irish Catholics, which would suit
their “Religious & National Prejudices” and drain Ireland of “the most
dangerous subjects” most likely to lead future disturbances. He was
prepared to recruit and lead the emigrants if the government would pay
their passage. Because the site of the colony should possess a
“favorable Climate, soil, & navigation” and since the remaining
unsettled territories of British North America were “very unfavourably
situated in point of climate,” Louisiana was an obvious choice,
although the Earl recognized it did not formally belong to Great
Britain.”**®* While Selkirk may have considered such alternatives as the
Canadian West, he had obviously rejected them.

Although there was no particular reason for the government to treat
this proposal - which came from the blue from an individual who had
no obvious vested interest in Irish affairs - Selkirk had a long meeting
with the secretary of state for Ireland Lord Pelham early in April of
1802. That worthy offered a number of reasons why the proposal was
unacceptable in its present form, but he did suggest that a scheme
involving Scots might be received with more favour.'** A day later
Selkirk submitted a supplementary document which addressed the
problem of the location of the proposed settlement but not its source of
settlers. He argued that unoccupied lands could not be found on the
eastern seacoast of North America, and in order to find “a sufficient
extent of good soil in a temperate climate one must go far inland.” He
now proposed a settlement in the territory where the waters which fell
into Lake Winnipeg unite with the rivers draining into Hudson Bay,
emphasizing that Indian traders spoke highly of the region, which was
much like some of the Russian provinces in climate and soil. Since
trade and transportation would be difficult, the settlers would have to
produce goods valuable in proportion to weight, and in this respect
hemp would be ideal. The Hudson’s Bay Company could be
indemnified by license fees on those trading with the Indians, an ample
compensation since the Company did not have an “absolute monopoly”
with the Canadians fast penetrating the territory via an inland route.
The license fees would also pay for the civil and military establishment
of the colony, and the scheme would pacify the Indians, who could be
controlled by shutting off supplies of European commodities.'*® While
Selkirk’s interest in the Red
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River territory probably originated with the publication of Sir Alexander
Mackenzie’s book, Voyages Through The Continent of North America,
with his usual thoroughness the Earl had gone to experts. A former North
West Company partner had been approached for advice on the formation of
an inland colony, but the Nor’westers found the scheme *“too absurd almost
to be mention’d.” Joseph Colen, the recently retired chief of the Hudson’s
Bay Company’s York Factory, found the idea far more promising,
howe\1/1e6r, and much of Selkirk’s information undoubtedly came from

him.”

While he was prepared to alter the location of his settlement, Selkirk
was less willing to change the place of recruitment of his settlers. On 4
April he wrote again to Lord Pelham answering the argument that the Irish
could not be induced to emigrate by a private individual, insisting that his
studies in Ireland indicated that many could be induced to emigrate for
advantageous wages for a term of years, and while such people could
return home at the expiry of their contract, “after having tasted the sweets
of property in Land, there is no probability of their making that choice.”**’
The Earl maintained his opinion was an informed one, based upon “the
attention I have paid to Agriculture for a considerable number of years, &
the particular opportunities | have had of studying it as practised with
singular success on a scale of uncommon extent.” Lord Pelham finally got
rid of Selkirk by transferring the whole matter over to Lord Hobart at the
Colonial Office, and the Earl tenaciously started all over again. In the
meantime, Selkirk sold some of his lands in Kirkcudbright to Adam
Maitland of Dundrennan, probably intending to use the 7000 £. purchase
price to help finance his colonization schemes.'*® By June of 1802 the
Earl had an agent - William Burn - in Ireland recruiting labourers. He
sought 100 hands in total, mainly from the Catholic counties, who would
be engaged for as long as possible, preferably 5-10 years, each man to
have 10-20 Irish acres or a passage home at the conclusion of his
service.!* He attempted to use the tact that he was in the process of
actually hiring people to force Lord Hobart to take some action.

A conversation with Hobart on 11 June was inconclusive, but on 6 July
Selkirk tried again, this time in a letter from Kirkcudbright. If the Earl’s
initial proposal was unacceptable, could he obtain from His Majesty a tract
of land “in Upper Canada adjoining the Falls of St. Mary between Lake
Superior & Lake Huron, & also of the mines & minerals | may discover
along the
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north coasts of these two lakes?”*?° Observing that Hobart had mentioned
the possibility of Prince Edward Island, Selkirk also applied for land there.
Hobart could not be seen encouraging emigration, the opposition to which
was growing throughout Great Britain.*?! He replied he could find no
reason to deviate from policy and make a special land grant, but he was
prepared to write to the Governor of Upper Canada to “afford the most
favourable con-sideration which his General Instructions will admit to
Your Lordships application.”*?? At the same time, Hobart emphasized the
government of Upper Canada would probably object to the arrival of large
numbers of Irish, and suggested Selkirk look to “Scotch & German
families” at the beginning. His time consumed by his North American
project, Selkirk refused to attend the 1802 Scottish peerage election,
writing one candidate “I conceive my attendance can be of no use & do not
think of taking any part in the Election.”*?

On 21 August he informed Hobart’s secretary that he was sending a
New York acquaintance, Richard Savage, to the falls of St. Mary’s to
examine the situation first hand, and requested official letters of
recommendation to the British commanding officers of the western posts
in the region.'®* That same day Selkirk wrote a lengthy letter to Lord
Hobart, arguing for special consideration in the land grants to be made
him, particularly regarding mineral rights. His principal argument was the
“peculiar importance to the internal commerce of Canada” of the Falls of
St. Mary, through which most of the fur trade passed. Because of its
distance from settled regions, prospective settlers required “extraordinary
encouragements” and anyone organizing such a colony compensation
“beyond the usual range.” Significantly, the Earl agreed he should begin
with settlers “more tractable than the Irish,” and while he was
investigating the possiblity of Germans, “Of Scotch | have no doubt of
procuring a sufficiency, as great numbers are at this moment about to
emigrate from the Highlands.” Referring to a “recent visit to that quarter,”
perhaps to consult with Bishop Chisholm, Selkirk noted the resumption of
American emigration by the Highlanders, and added, “I shall offer them
such superior terms as | think can scarcely fail to retain these valuable
people in his Majesty’s Dominions.”*?® Thus had Selkirk been manoeuvred
by the British government into the midst of the Highland Emigration
Crisis, which was quickly becoming a major public issue in Scotland. That
government pressure rather than Selkirk initiative had produced the final
emphasis on Highlanders was ignored by the Earl in his book on the
Highlands,
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published in 1805.'% Both Selkirk and the colonial secretary were well
aware that the Scots were again on the move across the Atlantic in great
numbers, responding to bad harvests and economic uncertainty. Many
Highland tenants lived a precarious existence based on good harvests and
cash remissions sent home by those in the family employed elsewhere,
particularly in military service and Lowland labour. In the brief period of
peace which began in 1801, unemployment and bad crops heightened the
temptations to emigrate to America, especially when they were combined
with rumours of rent increases, new sets of estates, and even clearance for
sheep. The Highlands were changing, and the people were sore afraid. So
were their landlords, increasingly fearful that their estates would become
depopulated by this clearance from below.*?’

Selkirk characteristically plunged into the middle of this Scottish
“emigration mania” with little acknowledgment of the implications of his
plans. Dugald Stewart attempted to warn him that the shift of emigrants
from Irish to Scottish was fraught with danger, that he would be seen as
promoting emigration and associated with an unsavoury group of
recruiting agents, against whom the Highland Society of Edinburgh had
undertaken a campaign which would culminate in public regulation of the
traffic in emigrants in 1803. The Earl’s proceedings, Stewart maintained,
“will at once render you obnoxious to Government & odious to the
Gentlemen connected with that part of the Island,” particularly since
Selkirk would be unable to claim direct government sponsor-ship.
Recalling the earlier persecutions of the family, the Edinburgh professor
recommended that the Earl do his good at home, and concluded with a
warning which Selkirk might well have remembered at the end of his life
but patently ignored here:

The objects you aim at are distant, & of more than doubtful

attainment; and should your schemes miscarry, either thro’

your premature death, or any of the other number-less

accidents by which your benevolent wishes are liable to be

frustrated, you would entail on your memory (together with the

ridicule which always attends unsuccessful Projectors) the

reproach of being the Author of all the disappointments &

miseries which might await the companions of your

Adventure.'?®
Selkirk paid the older man no heed, and pressed on.

Planning took not only the form of the recruitment of settlers, but of
the buildup of a substantial breeding herd of sheep for the new colony.
After much difficulty, Selkirk managed to send William Burn,
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who had long been associated with the family estate, to America to
supervise the preparations. Burn was intended to pick up Irish
labourers and breeding stock in the Highlands on his way to the New
World, but eventually he took ship directly from Liverpool to New
York, where he would rendezvous with Richard Savage, who was
charged with buying 1000 ewes and wintering them in upstate New
York. Burn was accompanied by Alexander (Sandy) Brown, an
experienced shepherd, whom Selkirk thought would “answer better
with a numerous flock than any American. “**° The Earl provided
detailed breeding instructions for Burn and Brown, and advertised in
the Scottish Lowlands for “A few young Men who will go to America
to cultivate an Estate in Upper Canada, the property of a Scots
nobleman and a gentleman of the greatest respectability.”**® Selkirk
obviously did not intend merely a settlement, but a personal holding
as well.

Sometime in the late summer or early autumn of 1802 Selkirk
called upon Father Alexander Macdonell, a Scottish Catholic priest
who was in London attempting to find government support for the
emigration of the Glengarry Fencible Regiment of which he had been
chaplain, offering the priest the position as agent for his proposed
colony at “those regions between Lakes Huron and Superior ... where
the climate was nearly similar to that of the north of Scotland, and the
soil of a superior quality.” Macdonell refused, asking the Earl “what
could induce a man of his high rank and great fortune, possessing the
esteem and confidence of His Majesty’s Government, and of every
public man in Britain, to embark on an enterprise so romantic as that
he had just explained?” Selkirk was taken aback by the question. He
could hardly respond that he did not have quite the esteem and
confidence the priest intimated, and he answered that given the
situation of Britain and Europe, “a man would like to have a more
solid footing to stand on, than anything that Europe could offer.”*3!
Such a statement was hardly incorrect, although it was incomplete.
Selkirk was a very private man, and he was scarcely likely to discuss
his motivations with Macdonell. But his statement was hardly a
defensive one. The young laird would have seen no inconsistency
between his ambition to do something of humanitarian import for
prospective emigrants and his own personal advancement, especially
when both could be accomplished within the context of working out
principles of political economy. Nor was personal advancement
necessarily solely from the perspective of Great Britain. Closed off as
he was from British politics, the
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thought of forging a new career in the New World was most tempting, free
as it was from the encumbrances of the family traditions and past. Selkirk
in many ways pursued the same dreams as the settlers he hoped to recruit:
a chance to start afresh.

As might have been expected, Selkirk found his major recruiting
ground in the Hebrides, particularly on the Macdonald and Clanranald
estates of Skye, Mull, and Uist. These islands had experienced a
substantial growth of population as a result of a wartime boom in the
manufacture of kelp, conducted as a cottage industry by tenants on
extremely small land allotments.**? The profits to the landlords of kelping
were extremely high with little capital investment.’®® Tenants were
unhappy with their payment for producing the kelp, and the pressure for
land was fierce, while the lairds understandably opposed any reduction of
population which might lead to higher wages through reduced competition
for land.™* The proprietors had already mounted a campaign against the
emigration agents active in selling passages to North America, arguing that
conditions aboard the emigrant vessels were little better than on slaving
ships.® During the autumn of 1802 the most active emigrant agents in the
Hebrides were those employed by the Earl of Selkirk. The “Big Major,”
Alexander Macdonald. formerly of the Glengarry Fencibles - who had
himself been “deprived of his Farm ... for a shooting quarter” - was
particularly successful among tenants from his former regiment. Dr. Angus
MacAulay, previously a Macdonald factor who was both preacher and
physician, was also prominent in the campaign for emigrants; he had long
been involved in regimental recruiting for his laird .**® In November
Selkirk himself took a hand in recruiting, and he made an impressive
figure. Tall - he stood well over six feet - and slender, with carroty red
hair, he looked every inch a laird, and astounded the local people by
conversing with them in serviceable Gaelic. According to one hostile
contemporary, “His Lordship was most accessible, and affable, and even
familiar; and promised every thing; offering to gratify any demand or wish
they could frame.” His proposals were admittedly “tempting, in the present
State of this Country and Temper of the People.”**” Anxious to get his
project under way, the Earl did indeed agree to whatever terms were asked
of him, thus increasing the suspicion of both the landlords and the
prospective emigrants. Despite his visit to the islands, Selkirk did most of
his work in Glasgow, where one of his critics observed him holding “his
Levee at the Bucks Head Inn.”*®
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According to the final written agreement, backed by a 1000 £. fulfilment
bond by Selkirk, he offered inexpensive transportation to his settlement in
Upper Canada, full provision while in transit, and promised either to sell land
at 50 cents an acre or to lease 100 acres perpetually in return for a rent of
twenty-four bushels of wheat annually. For prospective tenants (who could not
afford to pay for passage or land) he reduced transportation drastically, agreed
to provision them at cost (without cartage fees) for two years or until they
could harvest first crops, and threw in a cow per family. How he could have
delivered on these promises at isolated St Mary’s hundreds of miles from any
transportation but the canoe brigades is not clear, but fortunately he was not
required to do so. Finally, there was a money-back guarantee (including
payment for all improvements and transportation home) if not completely
satis-fied.”’-19

Considerable sales resistance developed to these proposals among shrewd
Highlanders. Despite all the inducements, or per-haps because of them,
Selkirk was forced to ask Dr. William Porter of the British Fisheries to
endorse his scheme.** By the end of November 1802 however, Selkirk was
able to report to Hobart that he had signed up one hundred families on
condition he accompany them “to see that their stipulations are fulfilled.”
Most of these families were self-financing, members of the prosperous
possessor class in the Highlands whose movement characterized emigration in
this period.”*** Despite the quality of his people, Selkirk was understandably
having second thoughts about the costs of his project, and informed the
colonial secretary that the expense of the commitment was well beyond his
personal fortune; he was therefore pausing until the government informed him
what it would do to alleviate his burden or what indemnification he could
expect if he undertook it himself.**?

The pause was reinforced by family matters. Early in December Selkirk
received word in Edinburgh of the death of his mother in Bath, and he rushed
off for that city to join his sisters, who had accompanied Lady Selkirk there.***
There is no evidence that the Earl was particularly close to his mother, and no
comments survive as to his reaction to her death. If he mourned her passing, it
also ended one more responsibility tying him to the family estate in
Kirkcudbright and to Great Britain. In the inevitable family gathering
surrounding the death of Lady Helen, the question of the Baldoon estate again
arose. The arbitration for the value of the improvements was still not settled.
According to Selkirk’s sister, “Lord Galloway & the Law
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people employed by him (some of them of no very creditable characters)
were so difficult to deal with, & did so harass my brother, that he became
quite disgusted with the whole matter.”*** The whole family realized that
the Earl’s “mind was wholly engrossed with his project concerning
Highland emigration.” They feared that he would accept any offer of
payment made to him. Sir James Hall continued to insist that the
improvements were worth 100,000 £. rather than the 60,000 £. Selkirk
calculated, and wanted his brother-in-law to pursue the matter vigorously.
The Earl at first responded “jestingly,” suggesting that Hall “take it, &
make a Kirk & a Mill of it,” but later seriously offered to allow Sir James
the management of the business while he was away in America. Hall
eventually agreed, providing he was given sufficient authority to act
independently.** The written agreement specified that Selkirk would
receive 20,000 £. of the proceeds, and the remainder would be equally
divided amongst his sisters.**® It was formally registered on 1 February
1803."

At the end of 1802 the gathering storm in Scotland over emigration
broke forth in its full fury. The publication in September of 1802 of
Alexander Irvine’s An Enquiry into the Causes and Effects of Emigration
from the Highlands and Western Islands of Scotland, with Observations on
the Means to be Employed for Preventing It was symptomatic. Irvine’s
work contained some very perceptive comments on the causes and
remedies for emigration, and he was highly critical of the landed interests.
But what contemporaries took from the book was that the people were
being deluded into foolish actions by unscrupulous promoters of North
American lands who made them outrageous promises, and that new
employment opportunities were essential to prevent the “mania” from
continuing.*® Although Lord Selkirk was never mentioned by name, all
Scotland seems to have been aware that he was the biggest promoter of all,
using - as Edward Fraser of Reelig angrily complained - money from the
sale of “good Scots soil” (Baldoon, no doubt) to finance his activities.**°
As was so often the case with rumours about Selkirk’s activities, the Earl’s
situation was greatly misrepresented. It was true that Selkirk had hoped to
use the Baldoon money for his American ventures, but he had not yet
received any payment on the improvements, and would not realize the
entire 60,000 £. windfall which appears to have been common knowledge
among his contemporaries. In short, Selkirk was not so well financed as
his opponents believed. Whatever the truth of the matter, the force of
public opinion (within the ranks of the “public” which mattered in Britain
at the
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time,those represented in Parliament) made it impossible for Lord Hobart
to continue even quiet support for Selkirk, and the Colonial Secretary
withdrew even the offer of lands in Upper Canada.* Criticism of
Selkirk’s operations continued for years, especially when he allowed
himself to become associated with emigration recruiting among extremist
Protestant sectarians in Stratherrick.™!

If the Earl had intended to induce the government to acquiesce in his
excessive promises in the Hebrides, he was sadly mistaken. Instead, he was
left with an agreement with emigrants and no lands upon which to fulfill it.
He wrote to Prime Minister Addington and managed an interview with that
worthy at which he was told that his “Interference in the Emigration has
given umbrage.” To avoid the difficulties, he again offered to return to the
Red River region, and to convert his Highlanders into a regiment for
military service there, a scheme that would resurface more seriously during
the War of 1812.%°% While Selkirk was always prepared to be flexible in
his proposals, he often would drop an idea and return to it later,
particularly if it were one about which he felt strongly. Western settlement
and a military role were two of those recurring fixations in his life. At this
point, however, Selkirk concentrated on his immediate problem, and
furious activity led Lord Hobart early in 1803 to allow that the
government might ultimately look favourably on a settlement on Prince
Edward Island, where lands could be obtained cheaply from private
proprietors without involving the ministry in an unpopular project.®* The
Earl was soon buying vast tracts of land in Prince Edward Island, at least
partly from the Ellice interest who later opposed him in Red River. Most
of Selkirk’s information about the Island and its potential came from
receiver of quitrents John Stewart, the Scots-born son of the former chief
justice.”™* Stewart was in London attempting to settle the complex
business of quitrent arrearages and inactive absentee proprietors, and was
well pleased to assist the Earl with his acquisitions. Although in 1806
Selkirk’s sister married the other major Scots proprietor on the Island, Sir
James Montgomery of Stanhope, there is no evidence that Selkirk and
Montgomery were acquainted in 1803; they apparently met first in 1805,
after the Earl’s return from North America.

From the British government’s perspective, deflecting Selkirk’s
enthusiasm to Prince Edward Island was a positive boon. The Island had
not flourished under the proprietors who had been granted land there in
1767, and an infusion of new blood was obviously desirable. Public
support for
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Selkirk’s Island activities could be defended as part of a necessary rescue
operation. Prince Edward Island had long been a favourite destination of
emigrating Highlanders. Major parties had been sent by Lord Advocate
James Montgomery and John Macdonald of Glenaladale before the
American Rebellion, and at least two shiploads from the Hebrides had
arrived on the island in 1790.2° Over the years, others had reached the
Island singly or in smaller parties. Thirty years of Highlander experience
with the Island was a mixed blessing, how-ever. On the one hand it meant
that many of Selkirk’s people had relations or friends already in the Gulf of
St. Lawrence, but on the other hand, the Island had a bit of an unsavoury
reputation. Macdonald’s settlers from Uist were still in 1803 without proper
leases, and at the beginning of that year the lairds in the Hebrides were
industriously circulating a letter from Charlottetown which began, “This is
to let you know that I am sorry for coming here and | don’t like it at all and |
wish you would do for me to get home again because | wont stay here.” The
writer, one Donald Steel, complained of the unsettled climate and the lack of
employment and requested his former laird to write his brother “to tell my
friends at Uist that they wont do as | did if they can.”**® The publicity given
this letter was part of a general campaign to discourage North American
emigration, but it had a particular relevance at the moment Selkirk was
acquiring land there.

From the Earl’s perspective, the critical problem was to persuade those
he had already signed up for Upper Canada to shift with him to Prince
Edward Island under different terms, and to recruit additional new emigrants
to fill the three ships he had chartered. Given the reputation of the Island,
these objectives would not be easy to meet. The Upper Canadian party was
not at all enthusiastic about a new agreement, and some of those involved
took Selkirk to court for breach of contract.-'” The alteration of conditions
was a longstanding grievance even among those who eventually sailed with
Selkirk to the Island. But at this point Parliament saved the Earl by the hasty
passage of the Passenger Vessel Act of 1803.

By early 1803 it was common knowledge in Scotland that the British
government was preparing to undertake a massive scheme of internal
improvements in the Highlands, which were to end emigration by providing
immediate employment for redundant Highlanders and create the basis of a
new Highland prosperity.™® It would take some little time to implement the
scheme of public works, however, and the government needed a short-term
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brake on emigration. This it found in the expressed concern for the health and
welfare of the poor emigrants, crammed into ships chartered by unscrupulous
promoters like so many slaves. **® The result was the passage in 1803 of
legislation regulating the emigrant trade, so often seen as the beginning of a
new ruling class attitude toward the welfare of the poor. **° The act, ostensibly
a piece of humane legislation designed to protect emigrants from exploitation,
had strange inconsistencies, as Selkirk later noted.*®* But the important point
here was that it was scheduled to take effect on 1 July 1803, and was
universally recognized in Scotland as the anti-emigration measure it really
was.

The parliamentary legislation was a godsend in disguise for Selkirk. Many
in the Hebrides had already failed to renew their tenancies or even sold their
property in anticipation of emigration in 1803. Those who had previously
signed with Selkirk had expected to make alternative arrangements if he could
not satisfy them. Suddenly Selkirk was left as the only promoter whose project
seemed likely to survive the stringencies of the act, and both old recruits and
new ones flocked to him.*** The Earl carefully met all the conditions of the
legislation, convinced that it was directed against him personally, and he
attacked it bitterly in later writings. But without the act. he would not have
succeeded in obtaining anywhere near the number of promising recruits he
transported in 1803. Moreover the government did in the end manage to assist
him in a positive way, by cutting red tape and making it possible for him to
sail in advance of harassment under the act and the burgeoning military
recruitment in the Highlands connected with the resumption of war with
Napoleon.'®®

In a larger sense, the shift to Prince Edward Island forced upon Selkirk
also worked in his best interests. The Prince Edward Island project was the
only one of Selkirk’s North American schemes which ever came close to
success. It is true that Selkirk’s presence at the beginning, personally resolving
many problems which his agents in other efforts could not do, was important.
But the Earl spent very little of his visit in America on the Island, and other
factors were far more critical in the success. The duration of time at sea was
reduced to a few weeks, and the emigrants had no overland journey but could
literally see their lands from shipboard. Despite his medical officers, Selkirk’s
ships experienced a typhus outbreak, and while shipboard medical care
probably had little effect on its incidence, the shortness of passage did. The
passengers managed to get out of crowded conditions before the
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disease reached epidemic proportions; the Kildonan settlers later would not be
so fortunate. The new settlers found many relations and friends already on the
Island to help them feel at home. Provisions could be obtained in the
Maritimes with little difficulty, and, despite the trees, the soil was fertile and
easy to work, ideally suited to the potato cultivation familiar to Highlanders.
Finally, Selkirk’s settlement on the Island was not complicated by the
considerations of larger imperial and commercial strategy which so confused
his later operations. This case was one of agrarian resettlement, due to
circumstances beyond the Earl’s control - for he kept trying to achieve
something major - uncontaminated by larger objectives and issues.

Selkirk spent only a little over a month on Prince Edward Island
organizing his settlement, and then, in company with his manservant Jilks, he
headed south to Halifax, whence he sailed for Boston. His intention was to
rendezvous with William Burn in upstate New York, and to search for suitable
land in Upper Canada for the sheep. Along the way, his journal indicates that
he took copious notes (and probably made numerous sketches, which have not
survived) of political and agricultural practices in the territories through which
he passed. The Earl enjoyed Boston, but he appreciated Albany, the capital
city of New York, even more. His first evening in Albany he “fell in at the
Hotel with a party of wild young aristocrats worthy of London or Edr - a
merry evening however made us very thick - & this proved an introduction to
the Aristts of Albany to whom these were related.” The New York aristocracy
proved particularly con-genial to the Scots nobleman, and he was most
impressed with Alexander Hamilton, in whose company he spent much time.
He had never met a man, wrote Selkirk in his journal, “of whom | formed a
higher opinion - the clearness of his ideas, & the readiness with which he
brings forward a solid reason for every opinion he advances combine with his
very extensive information in giving an uncommon zest to the conversation -
and to this he joins a degree of candour in discussion very rarely to be met
with.” Hamilton was, of course, the high priest of Federalism in the United
States. Intensely pro-British and aristocratic in bearing and attitude, he spent a
considerable period with Selkirk, and his visitor acquired many of his attitudes
about the United States from their conversations. Hamilton confirmed
Selkirk’s growing distaste for democracy, examples of which the Scot saw
daily in his travels. He also confirmed the Earl’s fears that the United States
would not prove suitable for his schemes because of a “general party prejudice
against any large proprietor,” which meant that
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“no rich man would think here of vesting money in the purchase of Land as in
Europe to produce an annual revenue.”*® Travels through western New York,
where Selkirk held considerable lands, did not alter this perception.'®®

By mid November Selkirk had crossed the Niagara River and entered
Upper Canada. He visited Niagara Falls, recording “the great fall goes indeed
beyond imagination, & exceeded every idea | had formed of its grandeur,” but
moved on quickly to Queenstown, where he learned that his sheep were in
Canada and doing as well as could be expected.'®® He was unfortunately
unable to make direct contact with William Burn immediately, sailing for
York (later Toronto) on the last vessel on 20 November.**’ Selkirk was not
impressed with York - “the whole appears very ragged from the Stumps” - nor
with Upper Canada’s officials."®® But in York he met Sheriff Alexander
Macdonell, who would become his Upper Canadian advisor and agent,
beginning a protracted and unsatisfactory relationship with the Macdonell
family in North America. He investigated land granting procedures with
particular care and attention, soon perceiving that the system had many
difficulties and was open to much abuse.*®® Nevertheless, he felt that he had
established a good relationship with Lieutenant-governor Peter Hunter, and
was sufficiently confident to write in late December to an American
acquaintance about his plans of bringing a “settlement of Highlanders to a
Township near Lake Erie” and his desire for a “few of their countrymen who
have long been in America” to “instruct the newcomers in the methods of the
country.”*"® By this time the Earl had more or less decided on the Chenail
Ecarte on the north shore of Lake St. Clair, nor far from Detroit, as the site of
his settlement. The land there was marshy, and would not require much
clearing to be suitable for sheep. After drafting detailed instructions for
William Burn, Selkirk set off for Montreal, travel-ling by horse along the
north shore of Lake Ontario.*"™

As he journeyed to Montreal, Selkirk continued to make detailed
observations of the settlements and the people, being particularly impressed by
the occasional pockets of ethnic communities he found along the way. He
spent some time in the Highland settlement of Glengarry, in southeastern
Upper Canada, visiting beforehand at the Osnabrook farm of Captain Miles
Macdonell, Sheriff Alexander’s brother-in-law. The Earl approved of what he
saw and heard regarding Miles, who was “much of a gentleman in manners &
sentiments” and was “so popular that he could get work done when nobody
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else could.”*" These qualifications Selkirk regarded as important, and he
filed Miles away for future reference. In Glengarry Selkirk found a
thriving community, with houses which while poor by American or
English standards were “a wonderful advance from the Hovels of
Glengarry,” and equal to those of “farmers of 100 or 150 £. a year in
Galloway.”*"” The Highlanders of Caengarry had adjusted well to
American conditions, while maintaining their own traditions.

Selkirk liked French Canada, especially “the appearance of old
settlement & thick population” which was quite European. In Montreal he
was royally entertained by the “grandees, nabobs of the N.W.Co. etc” and
learned a good deal about the economics and politics of the fur trade,
which he recorded at length in his journal.”* The Nor’westers would later
accuse him of imposing on their hospitality by accepting their confidences
without indicating his direct interest in their affairs. The charges were
half-true. Selkirk undoubtedly did not broadcast the information that he
had already attempted to interest the British government in settlements in
Red River or the Falls of St. Mary, but at the same time, the careful
observations which he made in Montreal were no different than those he
made elsewhere in North America. Interested in everything he saw and was
told, Selkirk was quite prepared to accept information from any source,
and most people in North American rather enjoyed the opportunity to
impress a British Lord.

In Quebec City for the opening of the legislature, Selkirk’s Scottish
sympathies enabled him to grasp the problems of French Canada quite
easily:

The English at Quebec & Montreal cry out in the true John Bull

style against their obstinate aversion to institutions which they

have never taken any pains to make them understand - & are

surprised at the natural & universally experienced dislike of a

conquered people to their con-querors & to every thing which

puts them in mind of their subjection.175

The Earl was struck by the English absence of “system in dealing with
Canada,” observing:
... the only chance of reconciling the people would have been
either to use every effort to change them entirely in language &
Institutions & make them forget that they were not English - or
keeping them as French to give a Government adapted to them
as such, & keep every thing English out of sight - neither of
these plans has been
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followed, & the policy of Govt. has been a kind of vibra-tion
between them.'"

The result, thought Selkirk, was confusion and contradiction. Fluent in a
French polished during years in the drawing rooms of Paris, the Earl observed
that “even in private society ... the English & Canadians draw asunder.”*’” He
clearly did not approve.

From Montreal Selkirk travelled through Vermont back to New York
State, visiting in New York City and again at Albany, where he had further
extensive conversations with Alexander Hamilton, only a few weeks away
from his fatal duel with Aaron Burr.*”® In May of 1804 he returned to Upper
Canada and in company with a Dr. Shaw made his way by boat and horse to
the site of his settlement on the Chenail Ecartc, arriving there on 8 June. He
intended to supervise personally the establishment of his estate at Baldoon.
Selkirk had great plans for Baldoon, as naming it after the family estate sold in
Scotland suggested. Unlike Prince Edward Island, with which he had become
involved largely as a means of fulfilling his commitments, Baldoon
represented both a public and a personal vision for Selkirk, and he spent much
time writing careful and detailed instructions for its management.”® On the
public side, Baldoon was intended both to demonstrate the efficacy of planned
resettlement of Highlanders and to serve as an illustration of Selkirk’s growing
dream of “National Settlements” of people non-English in culture and
language who would help preserve the heartland of British North America
from the pernicious influence of American culture. On the private side, Selkirk
intended to carve out a major North American estate for himself and his heirs,
based upon scientific techniques of agriculture not common in the New World
and particularly upon the development of the finest possible sheep on the
continent. Sheep - and he had several thousand ready for Baldoon in the
summer of 1804 - and the marshlands of the Chenail Ecarte were admirably
suited to one another, especially when the lands had been properly drained and
dyked. Unfortunately, until fully drained the site was quite unhealthy to
human inhabitants, breeding malarial mosquitoes. Selkirk left Baldoon in late
July, before the arrival of 102 passengers aboard the Oughton, who had been
temporarily accommodated in Kirkcudbright, arrived. His departure also
preceded the beginnings of an epidemic outbreak of malaria among his
advance party and subsequently among the new arrivals. But as years of
expenditure and correspondence with his estate managers would demonstrate,
Baldoon was always a problem.*®
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Selkirk returned in 1804 to Prince Edward Island via York and
Montreal, arriving on the Island on 2 October. In a whirlwind of
activity he attempted to resolve problems which had emerged in his
absence, particularly a conflict between two of his agents there, Dr.
Angus MacAulay and James Williams, which would continue to
simmer for many years. He also consulted with a number of
individuals on the Island and in Nova Scotia regarding future
emigration to the Gulf of St. Lawrence. On November 20 he was back
in New York, waiting for passage to England. The last North
American entry in his journal was a highly favourable character
reference for Miles Macdonell, and the only entry after his return to
Britain a sketch of brother Daer’s shrine at Exeter Cathedral.'® The
visit to Daer’s final resting place was probably something of an
exercise in exorcism. Daer and his memory had hovered over Selkirk
for many years, but Thomas was finally free. He had now established
his own career, quite apart from the family tradition. North America
had temporarily liberated him. Unfortunately, he was never quite able
to free himself of the past, and the next few years would see him
increasingly drawn back into the longstanding concerns of his family.

Success But No Satisfaction, 1805-1809

Soon after his return to Britain Selkirk began serious work on the
manuscript of his book Observations on the Present State of the
Highlands, spending most of his time in the first part of 1805 on his
first major publication. Composition took place against the back-drop
of rapidly shitting developments in British politics and
correspondence from his agents in Prince Edward Island and Upper
Canada. On the public front the news was encouraging. The Tory
administration which so disliked his family was in serious difficulty,
and Henry Dundas, the government’s Scottish political manager, was
under particularly heavy attack.'® Since he was a major opponent
both of Selkirk’s family and an independent Scottish peerage, the fall
from political grace of Dundas spurred Selkirk’s pen. A possible
political career as a representative peer was the prize, if the Earl
could bring his name to public attention without an excess of
hostility. On the private side Selkirk’s information was less
favourable. He learned early in January from Alexander Macdonell of
the problems of Baldoon, which would



44 The Collected Writings of Lord Selkirk 1799-1809

become worse in each successive letter.'®* Indirect word from James Williams
on Prince Edward Island was more favourable, but there were hints all was not
well on the Gulf of St. Lawrence either. Were Selkirk to be able to boast of
any success in his colonization ventures, it needed to be done quickly. Thus
spurred on, he wrote quickly and incessantly a work less of reflection than of
large-scale pamphleteering.

Despite the haste of its preparation, Observations was a major
contribution to the debate over emigration, the first serious attempt in many
years to defend and justify the exodus of Highlanders to North America. Its
author had undoubtedly spent a good deal of time on horseback and shipboard
collecting his thoughts and elaborating his theories. To his credit, the author
attempted to write in the broader context of political economy and faced the
larger issues of his subject squarely. From the outset of his book, Selkirk
concentrated his attention on the inconsistency of the opponents of emigration,
who simultaneously acted to improve the Highlands in ways “most conducive
to the pecuniary interests of its individual proprietors” while offering no real
solution to the problems inherent on the dispossession of the ancient
inhabitants. It was clear, he maintained, that the process of change had already
gone too far to be reversed, and with improvement “in no part will cultivation
require all the people whom the produce of the land can support.” Proprietors
could not be expected to concede to a population possessing land at a rent
much below its potential value, and therefore most of the Highlanders would
need a new means of livelihood. Clearances for sheep were only the most
spectacular dispossessions, and were not the root cause of the difficulties in
the Highland region. But since dispossession was inevitable, what options did
the Highlander have? He could join the labouring force in the manufacturing
towns, largely outside the region, or he could continue his traditional pastoral
ways by emigrating to America. Emigration, Selkirk insisted, was “most likely
to suit the inclination and habits of the Highlanders,” since it promised land
and outdoor labour. Sedentary labour under firm discipline in a factory would
not suit the Highlander, and he had few skills to bring to the labour market.*®*

Selkirk then turned to deal with the various objections which had been
raised against emigration. Highland development was not a legitimate
argument against the removal of population to America, for it would less alter
“the essential circumstances of the country” than provide temporary
employment for those near the various construction sites. The loss of the
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supply of soldiers was a real danger to the nation, admitted Selkirk, but he
went on to insist that compulsory measures against emigration would not
“add a single recruit to the army.” He maintained that the real threat to the
nursery of soldiers, to the continued recruitment of hardy peasants loyal to
their clan leaders and well-behaved because among friends and
neighbours, was change occurring in the Highlands independent of
emigration. With change the Highlands would become like everywhere
else in Britain, and regiments composed of the region’s manhood would be
“no longer composed of the flower of the peasantry, collected under their
natural superiors.” As to the argument that emigration carried off labour
required for agriculture and manufacture, the Earl asserted that,
paradoxically enough, production had been increased by the exodus of
people from the region. In the north of Scotland, the traditional
Highlanders existed as “intrepid but indolent military retainers,” good only
for drudge labour so long as they remained landless and degraded. While
the state was entitled to regulate the loss of skilled labour, he observed,
“there is perhaps no precedent of regulations for obviating a deficiency of
porters and barrowmen and ditchers.” The merchants and manufacturers of
Paisley and Glasgow moreover had not been responsible for the emigration
restrictions, which even if successful would not prevent the depopulation
of the Highlands. Manufacturing in the Highlands could never succeed,
proclaimed Selkirk, because excess population and low wages were the
only advantages the region could offer a manufacturer, and none would
attempt an enterprise under such circumstances.

A point which Selkirk hit hard was that the same interests which had
been responsible for the regulatory legislation of 1803 were producing the
changes underlying emigration, and it was quite unfair to deny the same
rights to their tenantry that they themselves were demanding. It public
welfare were the issue, why not a restriction on the proprietors as to the
disposal of their lands, instead of a brake on the population as to the
disposal of their bodies? Selkirk allowed that the exodus could be avoided
by returning to the old ways, but if the old ways were not acceptable, then
the consequences must be followed to their logical conclusion. Attempting
to be sympathetic to the lairds - after all, he had to live with them - Selkirk
speculated that the landlord’s aversion to emigration sprang partly from
the unjust criticism levelled against him for improvement. Instead of
defending their just actions, the proprietors had turned instead to lash out
against their people and those who had
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allegedly deluded them. The Earl then examined the activities of the Royal
Highland Society and Parliament regarding emigration regulation, and was
extremely skeptical and critical of the published reports of both groups. But
Selkirk reserved the full force of his full fury for the legislation itself, the
inconsistencies of which he well and truly exposed.

Selkirk had read the minutes of the Highland Society, and in
Observations pointed out that the basis of the legislation - the abuse of the
emigrant - was not well documented by either the Society or the Select
Committee of Parliament which had recommended the emigration act. He
maintained that the food allowance bore absolutely no relationship to the
normal living standards of the Highlander at home. Moreover Selkirk
implicitly questioned one basic assumption of those who hoped through
legislation to price the passage out of the reach of the average Highlander: that
he was extremely poor. The Earl argued that the increased cost of passage
resulting from the Act would in most cases be met by emigrants out of the
cash reserve which they needed to settle in their destination, adding:

What is to be thought, however, of the superabundant humanity
of the Highland Society, of which this is all the result - which to
save the emigrants from the miserable consequences of being as
much crowded on ship-board as the King’s troops themselves,
and of living there on the same fare as at home, reduces them to
land in the colonies in the state of beggars, instead of having a
comfortable provision beforehand?*®

The Society, the Earl maintained, represented “one class of men, for whom
they appear as advocates at the bar of the public.”*®® Such a comment, while
accurate, was not designed to increase Selkirk’s popularity among the
Highland lairds.

When Selkirk eventually finished his analysis of the Scottish situation and
moved to that in North America, he offered two related propositions regarding
Highland emigration: that the presence of Highlanders would help prevent
British North America from falling to the Americans; and that to take full
advantage of what Highlanders offered, the newcomers (like other ethnic
groups) should be concentrated in what the Earl labelled “national
Settlements” in order to preserve their language, culture, and manners. In his
various colonization activities, Selkirk was always concerned to maintain the
old culture, but he did not here elaborate the concept of national settlement,
moving quickly on to describe his efforts on Prince Edward Island as an
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illustration of how Highland settlers could best be assisted so as to
increase their chances of success in a strange environment.

Selkirk’s book was greeted most enthusiastically by the reviewers,
who unanimously recognized the force of his arguments. The Critical
Review commented: “We think that he has combated the prejudice and
censured the weakness of some leading movers of the late transactions of
the Highland Society with considerable success; and that his publication
will have a powerful effect in removing such embarrassing and untoward
obstacles to the adoption of a just system Of policy. **" The Scots
Magazine, traditionally hostile to Highland emigration, acknowledged that
Selkirk “certainly appears to us to be guided by such sound and enlarged
views of policy, and has explained these in a manner so clear and forcible,
as to leave hardly any room for contesting the important conclusions which
it is his object to draw.” Moreover, added the reviewer, “of all the persons
affected by the present state of things, the Highland proprietors are
certainly the last that have any title to complain, since it is their own
work.”*®® Hearty applause came from the Edinburgh Review, which
thought the question so well handled that the work merely needed to be
summarized. The anonymous reviewer (Francis Horner) concluded that
political economy must not mistake “as symptoms of decay and
devastation, the movements actually occasioned by the growth of wealth,
enterprize, and industry,” adding that Selkirk had

contributed a new article, very nearly finished in its form, to
the general elements of political administration, and ... cast
light on one of the most intricate parts of the science of
oeconomy, that in which the theory of wealth and the theory
of population are examined in connexion.

In private correspondence, Horner added that the book was “a valuable
piece of descriptive history, as well as political economy,” noting that the
critics experienced a “concurrence of opinion” on its importance.””® The
Farmer’s Magazine opined: “We hope that every Highland proprietor will
peruse this work; not that we wish it to have the effect of inducing them to
drive their tenantry from their estates, but of persuading them to adopt
prudent measures in the management of their properties, that the people
may have time to prepare, and may leave them without shewing any
discontent.”**

Despite the obvious attention and approval excited by the appearance
of Observations at the time of its publication, posterity has not followed
the lead of some of the contemporary reviewers in regarding Selkirk’s
book
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as an important piece of the canon of political economy. There are a
number of reasons for the failure of the book to survive. In the first
place, the immediate issues addressed by Selkirk rapidly shifted,
altered to some extent by the force of his own arguments. The book
came to be seen as a tract for the times rather than as a general
statement of theoretical principles, an assessment encouraged by the
nature of the subsequent attacks upon it by spokesmen for the
Highland lairds but more importantly, perhaps, by its author’s failure
to pursue his ideas further in print, at least in ways which gave his
thinking any coherence. Selkirk’s publications were occasional and
issue-oriented, thus helping to disguise his own emphasis upon the
need for sys-tem. Perhaps the critical factor in Selkirk’s failure to
achieve prominence as a political economist, however, was inherent in
the principles he was attempting to combine and reconcile. At first
glance Selkirk appeared to be expounding the standard liberal notions
of the Scottish Enlightenment, arguing for freedom from restraint and
the encouragement of natural and inevitable processes of change and
modernization. But Selkirk was not simply another laissez-faire
liberal, for he was committed not only to positive intervention in the
emigration process by private and public interests, but to intervention
to preserve what were to him important human values. Unlike most of
the political economists of his time, Selkirk recognized that human
nature had to be taken into account in the process of change, and
moreover, that human nature was simply not as adaptable as was the
marketplace or the economy.

Undoubtedly the most interesting feature of Selkirk’s book on
emigration was his insistence that traditional Highland culture and
personal psychology were inimicable to modernization, and that the
Highlander had a legitimate right to evade progress. For Selkirk, the
traditional ways of life could be in large measure pre-served by
emigration to land-rich British North America, and he even offered a
series of arguments which found strategic advantage for the colonies
in the perpetuation of cultures such as that of the Highlanders. The
Earl was hardly the only contemporary who concerned himself with
the human cost of progress, but he was one of the few who
simultaneously accepted the inevitability and even desirability of
change at the same time that he sought practical alternatives for the
victims. His recognition of the essential con-servatism of Scots
assisted Selkirk in his realization that the vaunted schemes of
Highland development would not work, or at best would not work in
the ways that their proponents advanced. It
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would appear that few readers of Observations either at the time of its
publication or in later years recognized Selkirk’s ingenious reconciliation of
progress and tradition.

With the text of his book at the printer, Selkirk turned more seriously to
his North American interests. Correspondence from Sheriff Macdonell made
clear not only the health problems at Baldoon but the difficulties in
obtaining land concessions from the government in Upper Canada, and in
personal interviews and writ-ten representations with Prime Minister
William Pitt the Earl attempted to gain government support for his
settlement ventures in that province. The result was a lengthy document
entitled “Outlines of a Plan for the Settlement & Security of Canada,” which
reflected Selkirk’s American thinking as of the summer of 1805. He
submitted his ideas on the basis of “an attentive & pretty laborious
investigation of the local circumstances” of Upper and Lower Canada, he
wrote to Pitt. The chief problem of the Canadas, Selkirk insisted, was the
constant influx of American settlers into the colonies, which would
ultimately endanger British interests. The Americans were encouraged by
easy land granting procedures and low prices, and the entire land system of
the Canadas needed serious overhauling. While Americans should be
discouraged, encouragement should be given to the settlement of
Highlanders, Dutch, Germans, and Welsh, “in short any who speak a
different language from the English.” The Earl maintained that if the
Canadian provinces were divided into four or five districts, “each inhabited
by Colonists of a different nation, keeping up their original peculiarities and
all differing in language from their neighbours in the United States, the
authority of Government would be placed on the most secure foundation.”
He suggested some guidelines for national settlements. The Dutch could be
placed in townships below Kingston in Upper Canada. The Highlanders
could go to those parts of Upper Canada west of Niagara in sufficient
numbers “to preserve themselves from the contagion of American manners,”
and Highlanders should be attracted from the United States to the region.
Americans around Lake Ontario should be moved further north.

Selkirk recommended entails on larger grants to assure a landed
aristocracy so much needed, particularly in Upper Canada, and in general a
land policy less favourable to common settlers. Clergymen from the national
groups should be encouraged regardless of denomination, and of course, the
regulations of the Passenger Vessel Act of 1805 should be reconsidered
since
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“Gov’t appears to have been taken by surprize when they consented to the
measure.”**! The British government did not take seriously Selkirk’s
proposals, which were entirely too far-reaching to be implemented, and the
scheme remains important only as evidence of the further elaboration of the
Earl’s thinking on the subject of national settlement. In future negotiations
with the government Selkirk would drop his focus on non-English-speaking
settlers and would concentrate on land granting practices.

By late 1805 rumours of the downfall of the Tory government of William
Pitt, who was very ill, were endemic in Britain, and Selkirk obviously felt
sufficiently established to consider standing for a Scottish seat in the House of
Lords. He began writing the obligatory letters requesting support in October,
long before elections had formally been called, the 9™ Earl of Keltie
commenting to a correspondent, “Your Lordship will have had a circular from
Lord Selkirk, who, has a mind to be in time!”*%* In the meantime, the news
from his American agents continued to be unfavourable. Alexander Macdonell
reported another outbreak of malaria at Baldoon, and commented, “when well,
the settlers are discontented, violent & rapacious - now they are unfit for any
exertion.” % A few days later, a desperate Macdonell penned:

For Heavens sake, my Lord, lose no time in instructing me how
| am to proceed. You will find that your views will be
frustrated, & that you cannot effect a permanent settlement at
Baldoon ... eventually our Lordship will be under the necessity
of giving up the idea.'®*

Macdonell pressed for a removal of the settlement to lands elsewhere in the
province. Selkirk replied by observing that Macdonell’s letters had given him
a “distress of mind” which was “more than I can express,” but insisted that
removal had been delayed by the failure of the Upper Canadian government to
co-operate with him in additional land grants. “I trust you will take good care
that the public throughout Canada shall understand how the case stood,” he
wrote, “& that it was my anxious desire & positive instruction to remove the
people from Baldoon before the unhealthy season.” The responsibility for “the
calamities which have befallen the settlers” were on the shoulders of General
Peter Hunter, he insisted.’® As for Prince Edward Island, Selkirk attempted
desperately through intermediaries to gain some information on his settlement,
because he had not heard from James Williams since his departure from the
Island in October 1804.°



51 Introduction

The American situation was obviously deteriorating rapidly for Selkirk.
Alexander Macdonell’s letters made plain that the man had lost his nerve, and
as for James Williams, he was simply lost. Selkirk could do little more than
answer Macdonell in firm tones; there seemed little point in writing Williams
at all.**” Beyond the problems with his agents lurked some larger issues,
however; Selkirk was convinced that the Upper Canadian government was
unsympathetic to his projects, and on Prince Edward Island, the House of
Assembly, in a “Jacobinical temper,” was arguing for public seizure lands
where the quitrents authorized in 1767 were not paid. Selkirk recognized that
the original conditions of settlement on Prince Edward Island, which had
never been observed, were “devised by some theorist, devoid of experience in
Colonization.” But he blamed the demand for forfeiture of the lands on the
fact, “that a considerable proportion of the inhabitants of the Island are natives
of the older Settlements in America & inherit the levelling spirit of the New
Englanders,” an assessment which fit with his general attitude toward the
American population but was simply not accurate.'*® Whatever the reasons,
however, it was clear that the American projects were not going well, and that
Selkirk’s presence was desperately needed, both to provide leadership for the
settlers and to cut through the resistance of governments to new initiatives.

The opening months of 1806 also saw three full-scale critiques of Selkirk
and Observations appear in print, one by Clanranald factor Robert Brown
and two by anonymous writers.'*® All three responses were characterized by
ad hominem arguments and a reiteration of the optimistic sentiments,
combined with hostility to the overseas empire, always characteristic of the
opponents of emigration. Selkirk was accused of romanticizing the culture of
indolent Highlanders, of the outsider’s ignorance of “true conditions” in the
Highlands, and of pecuniary self-interest. All three authors insisted that there
was room for even more people in the Highlands, by opening waste land for
cultivation and shifting much of the population to crofting. Maintaining that
America was not really a land of opportunity, they advanced the arguments
that Highlanders were required at home as soldiers and as labourers in the
south. The reviewers were relatively unimpressed with these responses?°° If a
cast were to be made against the Earl’s conclusions, these authors did not
succeed in making it. Ominously, however, events in Upper Canada and
Prince Edward Island might well undermine the Earl’s arguments, which
relied not only on an analysis of affairs in the Highlands but also heavily on
the presumption that life was better in the New World.
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If developments both in Scotland and in British North America caused
Selkirk some distress in the winter of 1805-06, there seemed some hope for
improvement. In January of 1806 William Pitt died, and his ministry was
replaced by one headed by Lord Grenville and Charles James Fox, the latter
having particular concern for foreign affairs. Fox and Selkirk’s father had been
good friends, sharing in the Whig battles against the ministry associated with
the French Revolution in the 1790s. By March 1806 it was widely rumoured
that Selkirk would replace Anthony Merry as British minister to the United
States, and the American government was so informed??** Superficially, the
appointment appeared to make a good deal of sense, for Selkirk had recently
travelled widely in the United States and obviously had a lively interest in
American affairs. On the other hand, his American acquaintances were largely
among the Federalist forces out of power in Washington, and his opinions
about the United States were hardly designed to win favour with the Jefferson
administration. Although the appointment appears to have been offered and
accepted, it was never implemented and Selkirk waited for months to learn of
his fate, writing an old university friend that he had been “put off in a teazing
manner” and found the suspense disagreeable??> Whether Washington had
objected to the appointment or whether the rapid deterioration of the health of
Charles James Fox played a part in the delay is not clear. Probably Fox’s
illness did matter, and events moved beyond his control, for Fox died in
September and Parliament was dissolved soon after. It is also possible that
Selkirk’s continued barrage of position papers to the ministry on American
affairs while his appointment hung fire either annoyed those in power or
provided evidence that he was not the man wanted for the job, which involved
coming to terms with the Americans on a variety of vexing issues. As Selkirk
made plain, he did not regard friendship with the United States as the only aim
of British policy in the New World.

In one position paper, Selkirk threw his support behind a comprehensive
effort to liberate the Spanish colonies of Latin America, partly to restore
British honour and partly to prevent them from falling into the hands of the
French. Moreover, such an enterprise would be the basis of “lasting
friendship” with the United States by allowing the Americans Florida, which
they coveted. “Some secret stipulation in this subject would effectually secure
them to our interests and render them more pliant upon all the other subjects
we have to discuss with them.” True to his Scottish heritage, Selkirk argued
“The Isthmus of Darien [Panama] is the Key to the whole trade
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of South America, “and control of this region should be Britain’s only
territorial concern??®® In a subsequent paper Selkirk again counselled
against the acquisition of Latin American territory, insisting:

where the people have not the tie of a common origin and

language with us, where their religion and their laws are so

different, as those of these Colonists are from ours, it is

almost unavoidable, that in time jealousies must arise, that

the affections of the people will be alienated, that they will

feel the control of a distant foreign country to be irksome,

and that sooner or later we must resolve, to abandon the

dominion, or to maintain it by a Severe and ruinous

Struggle.?%
Although an expansionist, the Earl was no indiscriminate imperialist.

If Selkirk bombarded the ministry with support for activity in South
America, he also continued to be concerned about British policy within
the North American colonies. His major statement of early 1806 was
entitled “Granting Lands in North America,” sent both to the Colonial
Secretary and the Board of Trade. Land policy must be adapted to local
circumstances, Selkirk insisted, with the main point to give each family
a farm to cultivate by distributing land among actual settlers. At the
same time, the Earl defended extensive grants to great proprietors, for
land was useless unless improved. In an interesting line of argument he
maintained:

From the principles so clearly laid down by Mr. Malthus, it

will be easily understood that in a Colony where an original

nucleus of population has been planted, that population

increasing at a certain rate, will be capable of carrying

forward the improvement of the country with a proportional

degree of rapidity - a rapidity increasing like the population

in a geometrical proportion.
From this extension of Malthusianism, Selkirk concluded large grants
did not hinder development if an original population was in place, and
major proprietors could afford to improve their lands. Turning to
proprietors in a new colony, the Earl insisted they must either bring
people or want for them, “in one case the expence must be very great;
in the other the return is vey distant.” The lack of success in Nova
Scotia and P.E.I. of large proprietors should not prejudice against
extensive grants, Selkirk wrote, and he opposed giving land away, a
policy which attracted only American squatters, “a set of lawless
vagabonds,
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straggling upon the frontiers of our provinces.” It was far better to give the
land to the leading people among the emigrants. Free lands diffused and
perpetuated a “level-ling spirit among the people,” and a system of agrarian
equality ran counter to British principles and “experience of ages” that a
“respectable landed Aristocracy” was the basis of stability. Selkirk laid down
as a dictum, “where land is of no value no Aristocracy can be found,” and
added that the absence of a distribution of ranks was “the greatest defect in the
political system of our Colonies, as well as of the United States.”*%

What the British government made of these submissions is quite unclear.
They certainly gave evidence that Selkirk was interested in American affairs,
had much first-hand information at his disposal, and was constantly thinking
about New World problems. 1’hey also indicated that he was critical of if not
hostile to the United States, and more than hinted at a patronizing
condescension which many Americans would have found offensive. At the
same time, his policy papers of early 1806 also demonstrated that Selkirk’s
theories were hardening, particularly in response to his American experience.
His views on the importance of a landed aristocracy in the preservation of
stability had been first expressed in his pamphlet on poor relief, but he was
coming increasingly to focus upon these principles and even to seek their
extension into North America. Whig aristocrats in Britain had always
maintained an uneasy tension between their commitment to equality and the
preservation of their own order, but for Selkirk the scales were being tipped in
favour of the latter concern. The break with family political tradition which
soon would take place was an almost inevitable product of these personal
developments.

The spring of 1806 saw Selkirk actively involved in political machinations, in
one direction openly breaking with family tradition and in another extending
it. The forthcoming parliamentary election would be a hard-fought battle, and
unlike his father. Thomas was prepared to use his local power on behalf of
Whig candidates. Moreover, he was willing to take steps which his father had
always opposed and criticized, by creating artificial voters through transfers of
property within the constituency. The practice was a common one throughout
Scotland, and he defended his activities on the simple grounds that his
opponents were already engaged in it??%®

If old Dunbar would not have approved the creation of fictional
superiorities by his son, he would at the same time have applauded Selkirk’s
concerns for the position of the Scottish peerage. The occasion arose
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because of the uncertainties surrounding the elevation of the Earl of
Eglintoun to the British peerage, thus giving him an hereditary seat in the
House of Lords. Eglintoun had been elected a representative peer of
Scotland, and many, including no doubt the Earl of Selkirk, assumed that
this personal change of status created a vacancy. The government failed to
act on this assumption, however, and a petition to the House of Lords was
drafted and circulated among the Scottish peers, winning some approval.?*’
Selkirk himself met with “a noble Lord, very high in administration” (Lord
Grenville himself), who was rumoured to be opposed to reopening the
question of the privileges of the Scottish peerage. As in 1784, an irate Earl
of Selkirk was deflected from protesting on the grounds that government
did not oppose reform of the system “if the Peers of Scotland should unite”
in seeking it. Selkirk was encouraged to take the lead in organizing his
colleagues, and he would do so later in 1806 and 1807.%%®

In addition to consulting with members of the ministry on a variety of
topics - both orally and in writing, and usually at his initiative - and
engaging in political activity in Scotland, Selkirk also saw a second edition
of Observations on the State of the Highlands through the press. The new
edition was rather more of the nature of a reprinting than a substantial
revision of the book. Type was reset, providing a number of minor
differences of capitalization, punctuation, and page numberings with the
first edition.?® The only major additions were in the footnotes and
appendices, particularly an updating of the progress of the Prince Edward
Island settlement (based on second-hand information since the Earl still
had not heard officially from his Island agent James Williams) and a new
Appendix V dealing with population data and changes in the Highlands.?*°
If more details on Prince Edward Island had been available, they might
have induced the author to make more substantial changes, particularly to
his chapter on the Island. But the absence of information, combined with
the failure of the critics of the book to force Selkirk to reconsider seriously
any of his arguments, led him to reissue it virtually unaltered.

By the beginning of July 1806 Selkirk had learned that he had no
chance for returning to North America in any official capacity, and he
undertook alternate strategies. For Prince Edward Island, he wrote to an
old acquaintance in Halifax asking him to investigate the situation. He was
particularly concerned with news of the people, noting:
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I don’t know if you have seen any of the replies that

have come out to my book, but they all attempt in a very

malignant manner to insinuate doubts on the veracity of

the relation | have given to their progress, & pretend

that no account from the Colonies is to be trusted - |

would wish to be able to refute this vile aspersion in a

manner that could admit no reply.?**

As for James Williams, the Earl admitted he could not be certain that
the agent had turned “rogue”, but thought there was sufficient
evidence to fit with other examples of the “malignant effect of the
American Climate on the honesty.”?*2 More publicly, Selkirk assumed
the leadership of the proprietors of Prince Edward Island, pressing
upon the ministry a bill (for passage by the Island Assembly)
adjusting the lines and boundaries of the lands there. This bill had
apparently been drafted by John Stewart, whose book on the Island
appeared about this time with many kind words for Selkirk, and would
involve the Earl in Island politics and personal conflicts in an
unfortunate way.?* He also transmitted to the government with his
approbation a proposal from Miles Macdonell for the creation of a
Highland Fencible Corps in Upper Canada, a scheme which influenced
his own proposals of 1813. As for his own affairs in Upper Canada, he
continued to press for alternative land grants to make it possible to
provide other lands for the Baldoon settlers.*

Autumn of 1806 saw Selkirk in the midst of political prepara-
tions for the forthcoming parliamentary election. He was active in
support of Whig candidates for the House of Commons, using his
influence in Galloway to considerable effect. Anxiety about a seat for
Henry Erskine, Lord Advocate for Scotland in the Whig gov-ernment,
led Selkirk to work behind the scenes to obtain the nomination of the
Dumfries Burghs for Erskine.?'® Selkirk was equally active on behalf
of his own order, serving as one of the leaders of an effort to gather
the peers of Scotland and their heirs apparent to consider “what steps
it may be advisable to take with a view of obtaining for our Order
certain advantages granted by the Union of Ireland to the peerage of
that Kingdom.”%

At the same time that he was pressing for Scottish peerage reform,
Selkirk was also concerned that he would be elected a representative
peer himself. Another round of letters came in late October to the
select electorate, announcing his candidacy and hoping for support,
which if received he would “ever esteem it the most distinguished
obligation. “1217 On 27 October Lord
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Grenville sent to the Scottish peers a list of the names “of those Peers whom
| understand the friends of Government are likely to support. “*'e Thomas’s
name was among them. His father would have been horrified yet again at the
thought of his son’s name appearing on one of those hated attempts by the
ministry in London to influence the vote, but Thomas might have answered his
father that he was attempting to implement a reform of the Scottish peerage
system which would permit those not elected to the Lords to serve in the
Commons, as was the case in Ireland, and in the meantime a serious political
career was possible only by playing according to the existing rules.

Whether or not immediate political concerns were foremost in Selkirk’s
mind when he prepared yet another position paper on America in early
October, the exercise, which involved personal discussions with Lord
Grenville and George Canning, undoubtedly helped keep his name and
expertise to the forefront. The main thrust of the submission was to reiterate
his earlier arguments on the need for British involvement in the inevitable
attempts of Spanish colonies in Latin America to liberate themselves. His
advocacy of an active British military role to prevent these territories from
falling into French hands was an argument of the moment, but it was on this
occasion cast in terms of British policy toward the United States. Selkirk
pointed out that Alexander Hamilton had earlier advocated an “Anglo-
American partition of the Spanish American Colonies in the western
hemisphere” and although Hamilton was dead, in an irony which the Earl did
not mention, his killer Aaron Burr was adventuring in the Spanish territories.
Selkirk argued that Thomas Jefferson could probably be won over to the
scheme, noting that under Jefferson the United States was “an ambitious
young nation with great potentialities.”** Canning’s response was non-
commital, but Grenville observed that it would be difficult “to ally the United
States of America with us in the liberation of the Spanish territories in the
Americas” given Jefferson’s lack of friendliness to Britain and the present
difficulty of Anglo-American relations in general.° The Prime Minister was
also dubious about Aaron Burr and his schemes. Once again Selkirk had
demonstrated his vision and his intimate knowledge of American affairs, but
combined these positive attributes with hare-brained ideas (such as employing
Burr for British purposes) which cast doubt on his judgment. The ministry
undoubtedly found in this exchange further substantiation for the wisdom of
not appointing Selkirk to the American post.
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While Selkirk continued to be without news of his Prince Edward
Island settlement, correspondence from Alexander Macdonell sounded
more promising. The people at Baldoon, despite sickness, had decided to
remain, and the shepherds were extremely enthusiastic about the quality of
the grass there.??* Although Macdonell continued to have trouble with the
Upper Canadian government, noting with his enclosures “Your Lordship
will perceive how little disposed this Government is to accomodate [sic].”
Selkirk was more sanguine, advising his agent,

The change of administration, alters very materially my
prospects & views in t1.C. as | can now depend on every
reasonable accommodation & a fair interpretation of my
original grant, & moreover the Gentlemen who in Council
have shewn so fair a regard for the spirit of their Sovereigns
orders, may expect a haul over the coals for their pains.

The Earl had “full confidence in the fairness & liberality of the present
government,” and was prepared once again to become active in Upper
Canada??® A few weeks later Selkirk was memorializing the government,
arguing that the Irish would soon join the Scots Highlanders in a major
flaw of emigration to North America, pushed out by overpopulation and
agricultural improvement. These Irish, especially the Roman Catholics
among them, needed to be redirected to British colonies. Selkirk
recommended amalgamating the Irish and Highlanders, insisting:

A national settlement, speaking their original & favourite
dialect will be equally attractive to the Irish as to the
Highlanders; & it will be of use to preserve among the Settlers,
those national customs & peculiarities, which are associated in
theirzlginds, with the traditions of the ancient greatness of their
race.

Naturally he recommended Upper Canada as the ultimate destination. The
notion of combining Irish and Highlanders would eventually be attempted
by Selkirk in Red River, with less than success.

Peerage politics heated up in the autumn of 1806, as the election called
for 4 December at Holyroodhouse in Edinburgh came closer. There were
problems with the government list, and Selkirk worked actively behind the
scenes to assure his own support. When the day arrived a much larger
assembly than usual appeared in person, and all but nine absent peers had
submitted proxies. Selkirk was sufficiently concerned about his own
prospects to vote for himself, but he was easily elected .221 A day later he
was in the chair at a meeting of the Peers of Scotland held at Fortune’s
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Tavern in Edinburgh, called to consider peerage reform. The gathering was an
informal rump of those earlier attending at Holyroodhouse, but it included
more than twenty peers and heirs apparent. Not all present were enthusiastic
about change; a motion for adjournment by Lord Napier and Earl Morton was
defeated only by 14 to 11. Those assembled then debated another proposition,
probably drafted by Selkirk:

Would it, or would it not, be advantageous to the Peerage of
Scotland, that their Representatives should be chosen for life,
provided the Peers not elected should have the same privileges of
eligibility to the House of Commons as enjoyed by the Peerage of
Ireland?

It was decided that Selkirk as chairman should send the proposition to every
peer and heir apparent, requesting an answer by 1 December 1807, following
which another meeting should be called as quickly as possible.?”® Such a
conclusion was undoubtedly as much as Selkirk had expected. As he departed
Edinburgh for London, where he would take the oaths associated with his
entrance into the House of Lords, he could feel relatively pleased with the
course of events. He had entered politics, he was moving his fellows in the
direction of reform, he was achieving some measure of success.

Although Selkirk did not immediately throw himself into the middle of
proceedings in the House of Lords, he attended assiduously and made his
maiden speech in the midst of a high-spirited debate on the second reading of
the bill to abolish the slave trade. The Earl of Westmoreland had argued that if
Britain abandoned the slave trade, others less humane might take it up, adding
that the trade was a valuable one and abolition would endanger the rights of
property.??® Selkirk rose to answer his colleague, insisting that moral offence
took precedence over property. He then launched into a lecture on the
demography of the West Indies which concluded that abolition of the trade
would improve planter treatment of their negroes and hence would increase
the population.?”” William Wilberforce, listening intently to the debate on his
precious reform bill, thought Selkirk’s remarks “sensible and well-principled,”
but added to a correspondent that the Earl spoke “with so low a voice that he
could scarce be heard.”?® No one expected a first effort to be outstanding, but
Selkirk had demonstrated two principal failings which would hold him back as
a political figure in an era where the cut and thrust of parliamentary debate
was still where an aspiring young man made his mark. In the first place,
he was an unprepossessing public speaker, lacking volume, animation,
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and sense of humour. Fellow-Scot Archibald Constable reported a few
weeks later, after attendance at the House of Lords, that “whatever may
be his merit as a writer,” Selkirk was a “most wretched speaker, and |
think will never be a good one.”??° Perhaps even more critically, he had
a tendency to lecture rather than to debate, droning on endlessly with
carefully prepared argu-ments full of good points lost upon his
audience.

If Selkirk began inauspiciously in the public glare of the House of
Lords, he was still working hard behind the scenes. The minis-try,
already in its dying days, received several new submissions from
Selkirk early in 1807. One was directly concerned with his own affairs,
in which he observed that since 1802 he had expended more than
30,000£. (35,000 £. with interest) upon North American colonization
and had in the process acquired property which could not be sold for
more than 10,000 £. While he recognized that he had no absolute right
to compensation, his losses plus the suffering of his “patrimonial
affairs” at home deserved indemnification, since he had performed a
public service. The Earl suggested he would be prepared to accept a
large grant of waste lands in Upper Canada for his efforts.?*® Another
document returned again to the Passenger Vessel Act of 1803, with
Selkirk suggesting revisions to parts “particularly objectionable.” He
argued here that two passengers for every three tons was more
reasonable than the present regulation, and suggested changes in the
amount and kind of provisioning required more in keeping “with the
actual habits of the peasantry of Scotland.”?** Nothing came of either of
these initiatives, the government falling soon afterwards.

Perhaps the most interesting of the position papers Selkirk prepared
for the perusal of government in early 1807 was one enti-tled “Bounds
of Louisiana.” Noting that the British government was negotiating with
the Americans over unresolved boundaries, Selkirk called attention to
the question of Louisiana, an enormous territory possessing many
advantages of soil and climate which should not be given away
gratuitously to the Americans. Arguing that rights rested on treaties,
and where these were silent on occupancy, the Earl pointed out that the
1783 treaty with the United States did not refer to territory west of the
Mississippi and that the Americans had only acquired Spanish rights
through purchase. The northern boundary of Louisiana had not been
fixed, and the British had a strong claim to the territory through its
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conquest of French Canada and through occupancy. While Selkirk was
prepared to allow the Americans the upper Mississippi region, he maintained
that the British could claim territory above the 47™ latitude through the
British traders of the Hudson’s Bay Company, which France certainly could
not have ceded away to anyone.?*? He would return indirectly to these
considerations in 1811 when negotiating his vast grant of territory from the
Hudson’s Bay Company, a grant which studiously ignored the 49" parallel
as demarcating a boundary between British and American territory.

The early months of 1807 also saw Selkirk hard at work in his study,
drafting his arguments for reform of the Scottish peerage. The resultant
pamphlet was completed on 19 February with the Ministry of the Talents
still in control of Parliament, but by the time it was printed a month later,
political circumstances had altered dramatically, a point alluded to by the
author in a brief Preface. Following the meeting of the peers in Edinburgh
which Selkirk had chaired in December of 1806, he had circularized an
account of the proceedings. Replies he had received indicated that reform
would not be easy to achieve. The Earl of Morton described the proposal that
Scots peers not elected for life to the Lords be eligible for the Commons as
“degrading, and consequently disadvantageous beyond all possibility of
compensation to our order,” while Lord Torphichen produced a more
lengthy and rea-soned response.”*® Those peers not elected for life would be
reduced, argued, Torphichen, to “absolute Insignificance, almost Non-
Existence.” The elections would not necessarily produce a representative
group, he insisted, and those eligible for the Commons who had once sat in
the Lords would feel reduced in status. Perhaps more critically, Torphichen
pointed out the importance of money for Commons electioneering, observing
“That Ingredient, Some of us have, but most, certainly many, have not.”
The plan was dangerous, both because it was unconstitutional and because it
set a dangerous precedent for altering the terms of the Union of Scotland and
England. Behind all his arguments lurked Torphichen’s concern,
undoubtedly shared by many others, that the scheme was “calculated only to
distinguish a few of our Order” to the “absolute Humiliation” of the
remainder®®* Selkirk was conscious of the strength of the opposition as he
penned his reasoned statement in favour of the proposal.

Thomas Douglas was an intensely private man, and he did not often
expose his thinking on personal matters to public scrutiny. Nevertheless, one
gets a clear feeling from A Letter to the Peers of Scotland of a man
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writing from personal experience, extrapolating from his own situation to
that of his order in general. As such, the pamphlet offers an unusual
opportunity to see how Selkirk assessed his own political future at the start
of his public career. His major concern in A Letter was to demonstrate the
disadvantageous public position of the Scottish peerage, an analysis in
which his family’s experiences merged with his own calculations. The
present system, Selkirk insisted, excluded many capable men from public
life and the pursuit of “honourable ambition.” Probably thinking of his
father, Selkirk pointed out that party voting had excluded men of talent in
favour of lesser figures, who were supported by the prevailing party.
“From such exclusion, my Lords,” he warned, “none of us, in the present
state of our elections, can flatter himself with being exempt: to-day the
vindictive ostracism may fall on the head of our adversaries; to-morrow it
may light on our own.”?*® Men defeated by party machinations in the
Commons could find another seat, but Scottish peers had no alternative,
being the only individuals who “in spite of the most distinguished and
acknowledged merit, may be sunk in oblivion and condemned to
obscurity.”?*® Moreover, he noted that some might find the Commons a
preferable theatre for the display of their talents. As for the arguments of
degradation, surely each peer could judge the question for himself. Selkirk
insisted that only by enlarging on political opportunity could the Scottish
peerage be true to its traditions:

It is no longer the ferocious valour of the feudal chieftain
that leads to the highest honours of the state, but the talents
of the statesman and the orator. The senate, in short, is now
the arena, in which individuals have to struggle for personal
consequence and distinction.?’

Having chosen himself to contend in that arena, Selkirk must have often
been conscious during the next few months of the force of his own
analysis.

As Selkirk’s involvement in British affairs grew, the level of his interest
and concern in his North American settlements declined. His recent
successes put any notion of starting afresh in America well into the
background. The fact that neither of his settlements did particularly well
meant that while they had been expensive enterprises, they did not tempt
him to consider further their personal supervision. Although the Earl still
had not heard from agent James Williams on Prince Edward Island, a
Pictou attorney sent to the Island on Selkirk’s behalf had reported that the
settlement appeared to be flourishing. James Williams was still in charge,



63 Introduction

appearing to be, the first reports indicated, “very attentive to your interest but
.. rather hard in his Dealings.”**®® Baldoon seemed to have reached some
stability, and there was no news of fresh disasters from that quarter. Alexander
Macdonell was able to fill his letters with gossip, both about Upper Canadian
politics and from the settlement itself.?** Selkirk continued to complain to
Macdonell about the expenses of Baldoon, which were “frightfully great,” and
pressed for continued work on drainage of the marshland.?*°

The fall of the Ministry of the Talents and its replacement with a more
purely Tory government, which called another parliamentary election, faced
Selkirk with exactly the dilemma he had attempted to address in his pamphlet
on peerage reform. Like all members of the House of Commons, Selkirk
would have to stand for re-election, and his chances did not at first glance
appear very promising. Associated as he had been with the reform Whigs, he
would have to overcome ministerial support for other candidates and the
natural predilection of the Scottish peerage to vote for known Tories. Having
tasted the excitement of the public arena, however briefly, the Earl
understandably did not look forward to losing his seat in the House of Lords,
especially given the absence of options for re-entry into political life inherent
in his Scottish title. Some room for maneuvering was held out when the Duke
of Buccleuch, who was managing the government interest in the forthcoming
peerage contest, approached Selkirk with the suggestion that the ministry
might well be able to include the Earl in its list. What prompted Selkirk to
accept this offer is not at all clear. His critics would label his decision sheer
opportunism, although it must be noted that in many respects, particularly
socially and in terms of social attitudes, Selkirk had always been more
comfortable with Tories that with reformers. In any event, he insisted to both
Buccleuch and to his fellow peers that he was staunchly independent,
admitting to the Duke his awareness that many would find his scruples “over-
refined.” But, he insisted, “it is a matter of feeling.”?*

Selkirk did indeed appear on the subsequent government list, and despite
his declaration that his own votes would be given in accordance with his
conscience, Buccleuch was certain he would “vote with fewer exceptions to
our list than | expected.”?*? There was some resistance from the older peers to
Selkirk partly because of his peerage reform proposals, and a good deal of
discussion of his inclusion in the government list. Lord Napier commented, “I
hope he will not be a wandering planet, though I doubt much that he will ever
become a fixed Star.”*** Lord Haddington
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called Selkirk “cousin whistle about,” adding, “Why they took him up |
know not, except that all Ministers in one only instance follow the
scriptures, ‘that there is more joy in Heaven for one sinner who repents
than in 20 just men.” Which in plain English is, that they always court their
enemies, & neglect their friends.”®** At the election at Holyroodhouse on 9
June 1807, Selkirk received 43 of 62 votes, and was re-elected a
representative peer. As Buccleuch had anticipated, most of his own votes
were cast for government candidates.?*® The Earl’s actions in this business
were a calculated gamble. While it was true that he might well lose
credibility by his political shift, the alternative was to return to the
political wilderness, a situation for which his American projects could not
at the time compensate. Whether the risk would be justified by success was
a question only the future could answer.

Selkirk’s agreement with the Duke of Buccleuch had one other major
consequence besides its assurance that he would be able to remain within
the House of Lords. In March of 1807 the Earl was appointed Lord
Lieutenant of Kirkcudbright, a traditionally ceremonial military position
which during the years of the Napoleonic Wars actually brought with it
responsibilities and authority. The Lords Lieutenant were civilians of
county importance who were charged with home defence for their counties.
They supervised not only the militia within their jurisdiction but also the
various volunteer companies organized through local initiative and
accepted by the War Office?*® Since the French had more than once
seriously threatened an invasion of Britain, the organization of home
defence was an important matter for any coastal county. Kirkcudbright,
located as it was on the west coast of Scotland, was not a particularly
likely target for French invasion, but it was to some extent prepared. Home
defence, and particularly the use of local militia, had been a constant
concern of Selkirk’s father, particularly after the Ranger raid of 1777.
Whether Selkirk’s appointment was a result of an interest he had expressed
in such matters or simply a mark of approbation by the government is not
clear. Certainly he had always maintained a desire for military
involvement, and would more than once include military command in
subsequent American settlement schemes. In any event, Selkirk threw
himself into his new role with characteristic energy. Equally
characteristically, his first instinct was to produce some general principles
and system for home defence.

The occasion for Selkirk’s public statement of the result of his
research and ruminations was debate in the House of Lords
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on the government’s militia transfer bill, which proposed to raise
44,000 militia men across Britain by use of a ballot. On 10 August
1807 he rose in the House to deliver a long and carefully argued
speech on home defence, the text of which was subsequently
published as Substance of the Speech of the Earl of Selkirk, in the
House of Lords, Monday, August 10, 1807, on the Defence of the
Country. In this speech Selkirk protested that the proposed bill was
insufficient, for French invasion was a possibility and preparedness
the only deterrent. “It is not to the Channel that we must look for
security,” Selkirk proclaimed, “but to the hands of Englishmen
fighting for their liberties, for the glory and independence of their
country.” If there were to be an adequate defensive force, it required a
“permanent system.” Selkirk called for the creation of a well-trained
reserve army, led by “the principal landed proprietors of the county,”
insisting that “in process of time the whole people will have gone
through a course of discipline; we shall become, like our enemies, a
nation of soldiers; and then England will assuredly be invincible.”?*
Particular criticisms of the existing arrangements were accompanied
by references to “the valuable speculations of Mr. Malthus”, as
Selkirk used demography to argue his case for the creation of a
general citizen army.?*®

Involvement with his political career and his militia proposals
contributed to an increasing lack of interest on Selkirk’s part with his
American settlements. For a change, his agents were the ones
complaining of a lack of communication.?*® But Selkirk’s time was
also increasingly taken up with personal matters. He was by now a
thirty-six year old bachelor, the last of his family. The time had come
to marry and settle into domesticity. In the course of his attendance at
the London social soirees of 1807, Selkirk had met a vivacious and
eligible potential partner in the person of Miss Jean Wedderburn. The
two were instantly attracted to one another. Miss Wedderburn was
twenty-one years old, the daughter of a distinguished Scottish lawyer.
One of her elder brothers (Alexander) was a rising London merchant,
another (James) was married to the daughter of Whig potentate Lord
Auckland. Through brother James, Jean had become not only the
sister-in-law but the close friend of Lady Mary Louisa Auckland, and
it was at the Auckland home in London that Selkirk and Jean had first
met. We know virtually nothing about their courtship. The only
contemporary surviving evidence is a letter from Lord Auckland to
Lord Grenville in November of 1807, commenting that “Lord Selkirk
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is not much to be admired either for his political conduct or for his
eloquence, but he is amiable and good in private life, and therefore |
am glad that he is to marry Miss Wedderburn.”?*® Auckland added,
“Lady Auckland has the great responsibility of buying the wedding
clothes and laces.” The wedding took place at Inveresk, the bride’s
home, on 24 November. It was a quiet and private affair, laconically
announced in the press.?®! The new Lady Selkirk brought Selkirk
domestic happiness and a number of relations who would become his
friends and allies throughout his future American activities.

The beginning of the year 1808 found Selkirk more settled and
contented than he had, perhaps, ever been in his life. The news from
America was satisfactory. The Earl’s young nephew Basil Hall
(subsequently renowned as a writer of travel literature) had visited
Prince Edward Island, and had both sent back a personal report of
progress and induced James Williams to provide reports and accounts.
The accounts made clear that Selkirk’s lands were being successfully
settled and generating a revenue, although it was not yet reaching
Scotland.?®* Williams’ letters offered some explanation for the lack of
communication, and a fairly detailed justification for the absence of
cash remittances.?>® Were Selkirk in a suspicious mood, or were he
still contemplating an American career, he might have found the
responses of Williams quite unsa-tisfactory. But Prince Edward Island
had served its purpose, and so long as it did not continue to be a drain
upon his income he was content. As with Baldoon, Selkirk’s chief
concern was to minimize further outlays of funds rather than to
expand his commitment, although he was happy to receive other land
grants to compensate him for his efforts.?** In other areas of past
activity he was equally sanguine, prepared to accept that the peerage
proposal “is now completely asleep - there is no probability that the
Dundas’s will ever countenance it or the present ministry suffer it to
pass.” Although he was prepared to fight if any possibility of success
existed, it seemed pointless to carry on further.?®

While his marriage and new-found domesticity undoubtedly
contributed to his relative lack of concern for matters which had once
seemed important, so too did his current interest in military reform.
January of 1808, he reported to one correspondent, found him “in the
midst of what one of my literary friends calls ‘the ago-nies of the
Press.””?% Such work was, he confessed, “a species of torture which
makes me forget every thing external.” The
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publication upon which Selkirk was engaged was a revised and
expanded version of his speech on home defence, which appeared under the
title On the Necessity of a More Effectual System of National Defence, and
the Means of Establishing the Permanent Security of the Kingdom. It was
published in London by J. Hatchard and in Edinburgh by Constable and
Company. In it the author attempted to enlarge upon his earlier proposals for a
Local Militia, “rather for the purpose of illustrating the general principle, and
of showing its practicability, than with any idea of exhibiting a perfect
system.”?*" Once again he demonstrated his preoccupation with demography
in calculating the number of young men who would be affected by his scheme
of required national military training.?® Once again he wrote favourably of
the “internal energy, resulting from that happy connection which subsists
between the different orders of society.”?*® Selkirk went even further here,
however, insisting that what needed to be imparted to his citizen soldiery was
less experience in the use of arms than “habits of strict obedience.”?*® He
justified his proposal in a variety of ways, including the argument that such
military service would “operate in an indirect manner in favour of the whole
body of manufacturing labourers, by withdrawing the competition of a large
portion of the younger workmen, and throwing the employment that remains
into the hands of those who are more advanced in life, and more generally
burdened with families.”?®" He suggested a separate system for Ireland and
explained it carefully.

In his conclusions, Selkirk emphasized the importance of the principle of
universality. Although he was no democrat, insisting as he did on the
replication of the natural order of society in the command structure of his
citizen army, he also recognized that his plan would be totally subverted by
“any exemption in favour of the higher ranks of society, or any which can be
purchased by pecuniary sacrifices.” Going further, he wrote, “To lay the
burden of compulsory service upon the poor, and not upon the rich, would be
contrary to the spirit of that constitution which it is our ambition to
preserve.”?®? In the last analysis, what Selkirk had again demonstrated was
that curious combination of vision and impracticality which characterized so
many of his proposals. In the matter of universal military training, as in so
many others, Selkirk was, as has often been observed, “ahead of his time.” But
as was also typical, he had expressed his vision less in general terms than in
terms of a concrete proposal of policy. Had he written a book on the general
theory of universal military service instead of one detailing a specific
programme, his ideas might have received more notice, at least from posterity,
than they have enjoyed.
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In the spring of 1808 Selkirk continued his communications with his
American agents, showing slightly more positive interest than he had
displayed for several years past.”®® Nevertheless, neither his American
letters nor any other surviving evidence offer any indication that his
energies were seriously engaged on American projects, or that he
contemplated some new initiative. Thus it is difficult to explain Selkirk’s
association over the summer of 1808 with Sir Alexander Mackenzie, the
noted fur trader and explorer, in buying shares of stock in the Hudson’s
Bay Company. Not only are explanations of motivation difficult, but the
entire “partnership” is clouded in uncertainty. Mackenzie apparently
sought to use Selkirk as a front man in his negotiations with stockholders,
but we do not know whether the Earl had accepted this role.”®* The
Hudson’s Bay Company stock was selling fairly inexpensively in 1808,
the company having suffered greatly over the years from a rivalry with
Canadian-based organizations (especially the North West Company), and
after 1807 its major market for furs in the Baltic area was closed by
Napoleon.?® Selkirk had, of course, long shown an interest in the fur trade
territory as a site of settlement, but his papers do not suggest in any way
that this interest had been rekindled. The venture with Mackenzie was
probably merely an incidental speculation made possible by Selkirk’s
knowledge of the fur trading operations, rather than - at least at this early
stage - some deliberate policy of re-entrance into North American
investment.

More significant than his dalliance with Sir Alexander Mackenzie and
the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1808 was Selkirk’s continued active
involvement in the House of Lords, and the execution of his duties as Lord
Lieutenant of Kirkcudbright. On 1 July Selkirk was elected a Fellow of the
Royal Society, a recognition by his contemporaries of his commitment to
scientific investigation; the honour no doubt pleased him enormously.?®
Selkirk did find it necessary in the summer of 1808 to turn his attention at
least briefly to Canadian affairs, answering an 1807 report by the Upper
Canadian authorities which had been less than enthusiastic about the Earl’s
settlement ventures and his requests for future land grants. Selkirk
defended himself against the charge that he was asking for more land than
he deserved, and as evidence of his sincere desire for equity, offered to
relinquish to the Crown 25,000 acres of land in Prince Edward Island,
which was not waste land, in return for land in Upper Canada which, until
improved by someone like himself, was useless.?*” But Selkirk’s response,
while defending his
position, was not that of an active colonizer. The basis of his rising reputation
was in Britain, not in America.

A letter from Alexander Murray to Archibald Constable (the publisher)
dated 3 August 1808, gives us a very favourable picture of Selkirk. Murray
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described at length St. Mary’s Isle, the surrounding territory, and Selkirk’s
place in his community, writing:
A more beautiful spot than he inhabits I think you have never
seen. His house and policy (you know all Scottish peers have
some, but he would rather have his in his head than about his
house) are upon a peninsula, once the seat of a Priory, but just as
profitable when occupied by a young man and woman of great
merit.?%®

Discussing the town of Kirkcudbright, Murray noted,
This town is also the grand arena of county politics: The Earl of
Selkirk is now at the head of one party, the Earl of Galloway
directs the other. | am inclined to think that the Earl of Selkirk, if
he choose, may at last preponderate. But this will not arise so
much from his own merit, which is very great, as from his skill in
buying and selling, this being a grazing county. You must feed
your beasts well, and then you may lead them to the slaughter.?®®

Murray reserved his highest paeans for Selkirk’s library, which he wrote,
consists of a capital collection of well-chosen useful books. It is
particularly rich in what are called books in Political Economy. It
contains an excellent set of the higher Classics; not so many
Greek, however, as Latin; nor is it deficient in books in
Antiquities; but these have not been a primary object. In short, it is
a statesman’s library, but that statesman seems to be a
philosopher.?

Selkirk’s public image had never stood higher.

Throughout the fall and early spring of 1809 Mackenzie and Selkirk
continued to acquire small amounts of Hudson’s Bay Company stock,
although the Earl does not appear to have engaged in any enquiries about
affairs in the Canadian West nor to have committed any of his thoughts on the
matter to paper. Since both of these lines of action usually accompanied any
major shift in his interests, it seems likely that the stockdealing continued to
be a relatively incidental business, albeit a curious one. In the spring of 1809
Selkirk did draft a lengthy statement of Upper Canadian affairs in the form of
a letter to Lieutenant-governor Francis Gore.?”* The letter continued the
defence of his actions criticized
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by the Upper Canadian committee of council in 1807, arguing that his
requests for land grants were justified and legitimate, given his colonization
efforts in the province. That he had no major American initiatives in his mind
was perhaps indicated by his search in this period for a new and larger London
house, commensurate with his present domestic situation.?’

Early in 1809 Major John Cartwright, the doughty reformer who had in
1780 founded the Society for Constitutional Information, which included as
members Selkirk’s father Dunbar and eldest brother Daer, laboured to obtain a
number of respectable backers for a dinner in London in support of
parliamentary reform. Naturally Selkirk was invited, but he chose to respond -
with Cartwright’s permission - with a pamphlet disassociating himself from
the public object of the occasion.?”® A Letter Addressed to John Cartwright,
Esq. Chairman of the Committee at the Crown and Anchor; on the Subject
of Parliamentary Reform, marks Selkirk’s formal break with the political
tradition of his family. In the pamphlet the author admitted that in his early
years he had supported reform to correct the obvious abuses of the system and
to remove the influence of corruption. While he still abhorred corruption and
venality, his experience in the United States, which had a system of
representation approximating that sought by the reformers, had turned him
against major reform. Despite popular representation and a general diffusion
of property in the United States, the Americans still exhibited much public
misconduct and had not elevated the management of public affairs. Indeed, the
American abuses were often more “infamous and bare-faced” than those in
England. Referring to the events of the French Revolution, Selkirk noted that
reformers had always sought to go further, displaying an “improvidence,
which led them to despise every reform, short of complete regeneration,”
pursuing “a phantom of ideal perfection” which threw away “the substantial
good which was in their hands.”?’* Reform might threaten the good, while not
necessarily introducing “an additional portion of virtuous principle.”?”®
Selkirk’s particular concern was with the rise of demagogues in a popular
democracy, and he referred approvingly to the comments of Peter Porcupine
(William Cobbett) on American politics. Finally, Selkirk argued that
constitutional reform would deflect the public’s attention from other more
important matters.

Selkirk’s pamphlet, which sold well enough to be reprinted in a second
edition, unleashed a considerable public controversy. Cartwright himself
responded to the Earl in the Sunday Review,
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and J. C. Worthington wrote an answer, but the major attack came in a brief
pamphlet from Cartwright’s close associate John Pearson.?’ In his reply,
Pearson chided Selkirk for betraying “a tone of superiority beyond what the
writer of it is perhaps war-ranted in assuming,” but he was particularly
incensed at the use of the American example, insisting that conclusions could
not be transferred from one country to another, for “the political constitution
the best adapted to one of them, might be pernicious, in an extreme, to the
other.” Selkirk’s disappointment with the United States was a result of his
“having too lofty expectations of man-kind,” and was essentially irrelevant to
the British argument over political reform.?’” None of his critics challenged
Selkirk’s sincerity, and indeed his disassociation from political reform was a
position toward which he had been slowly but inexorably moving for a
number of years, as the careful reader of the writings in this volume will
undoubtedly discern.

With the controversy over his publication of the letter to Cartwright,
Selkirk brought to a close the first phase of his public career. He had sought to
make his own reputation and his own career, and by 1809 he had succeeded.
The task had not been an easy one, for Thomas Douglas had to work out his
own relationship with the family heritage as well as its public reputation. He
had gradually moved politically from the Whigs to the Tories, a shift which
suited his own developing inclinations. Along the way he had continued some
of his father’s preoccupations - particularly with regard to reform of the
Scottish peerage and military reform - but had moved beyond them. An initial
enthusiasm for making a new career in North America had been tempered by
his experiences in both the United States and Canada. Happily married,
holding a relatively secure seat in the House of Lords, active in the civil and
military affairs of his home county as well as of the nation, possessor of an
increasing reputation as a political economist, Selkirk in 1809 was a success.
But his restless search for new challenges was only temporarily in abeyance.
The seemingly incidental involvement with the affairs of the Hudson’s Bay
Company would gradually but inexorably after 1809 lead him in the direction
of his greatest project, the establishment of a new North American colony on
the northern prairies at Red River. This venture would become his major claim
to posterity’s attention, as well as his own personal albatross.
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The following pamphlet is the first known
publication of Lord Selkirk. The only known
copy, without a title page, is in The Dugald
Stewart Collection in the University of
Edinburgh Library. The authorship is attributed,
in Stewart’s hand, to Selkirk. It is not clear
whether the work was printed before or after his
accession to the title in 1799, although from the
contents it is obvious that the pamphlet is a
product of Selkirk’s activities in local poor relief
in the late 1790s. A number of his later writings
were printed for Selkirk for private distribution.
In the absence of a title page or other
information it is impossible to tell whether this
pamphlet was meant for private or public
distribution.

Untitled Pamphlet
on Poor Relief in Scotland

The recommendation which has been lately given from the highest
authority to all classes of society, to use the utmost economy in the
consumption of every species of provisions, is so evidently laudable, that
there cannot be two opinions as to its propriety. It is possible, however,
that doubts may be entertained how far this recommendation can be so
generally enforced as to become of much consequence in diminishing the
consumption of the kingdom; and it may be thought that the object is too
extensive to be attained by the unconnected exertions of a few individuals.
If this idea should become prevalent, it is probable that many persons, who
are fully convinced of the importance of the object, may be less active in
promoting it than they would be if they were sensible how much it is in
their power to effect. In this view it may not be uninteresting, not without
use, to lay before the public a detail of the means adopted in some parishes
of the

87
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stewartry of Kirkcudbright, for the relief of the cottagers and labouring
poor, during the distress of last season’s scarcity.

These measures were concerted and executed upon those very views of
the necessity of general economy which have now been so strongly
recommended to the nation at large, and their success has clearly
demonstrated the practicability of combining this object with the
individual relief of the poor, and of attaining a degree of economy in the
consumption fully adequate to remedy the deficiency of this year’s crop,
since we can substantiate the fact, that under the operation of the measures
alluded to, the consumption of grain has been reduced at least one fourth;
and that, without any extraordinary innovation on the established practices
of this part of the kingdom; a reduction which is certainly very remarkable,
when it is considered how much superior the domestic economy of the
common people of Scotland is to that of the southern inhabitants of the
island.

In the year 1795 measures had been very generally adopted in
Galloway for the relief of the poorer class, under the pressure of the
dearth? The measures then taken were very various, and the experience of
the inconveniency that had then resulted in particular cases, was of great
use in pointing out the dangers to be avoided.

At that time, the object principally in view, was to ensure a supply to
the inhabitants.

The high prices given at Liverpool and other great ports had tempted a
number of farmers to part with their whole crop. When grain was offered
in the markets of the country at similar prices, the people, unaccustomed to
such prices, treated the sellers with insult as extortioners. It was not to be
wondered at that, under such circum-stances, the Liverpool dealers easily
found a preference: the country markets were deserted, and the people
were filled with apprehensions of their being totally deprived of a supply.
Under these circumstances, some measures were thought necessary for
calming their minds. Subscriptions were very generally entered into for
laying up, in each parish, a quantity of grain sufficient for its own supply,
and frequently for selling it out at reduced prices. In most cases the people
were desired to give a statement of the meal requisite for the supply of
their families; and, upon the information thus collected, it was calculated
how much was to be purchased or reserved for the use of the inhabitants.
The stores thus laid up, in some few instances, succeeded well, where very
particular attention was bestowed; but, in general, a loss was sustained far
beyond what had been expected; and, in almost every case, the stores laid
up had excited considerable jealousy among the most ignorant of the
people.
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The low price at which the meal was sold had also tempted many to
state the quantity requisite for their subsistence, much too high; and much
greater quantities had thus been kept from the market than there had been
any necessity for. If this was an evil in 1795, it was evident in 1799, that if
the same error were given into, the pernicious consequences must be much
greater: the obvious and immense deficiency of the crop loudly called for
economy, on the general view of national precaution. The crops too, which
in 1795 had not been very deficient in Galloway, were very greatly so in
1799; and the farmers, in many cases, had not actually a sufficiency to
contribute in the extravagant manner that had been done in many places in
1795. When, therefore, in the end of 1799 it was in agitation to take
measures for relieving the distresses of the season, it appeared to be of the
utmost consequence, as well from local circumstances as from general
principles, that the quantity reserved in the country should be limited to
the smallest, which, with the utmost economy, could possibly suffice for
the consumption of the inhabitants.

The prices, however, were such, that the ordinary wages of country
labour seemed inadequate to pay them, and it was generally resolved to
sell meal to the labouring poor at reduced prices. This would have tended,
by its natural consequences, to counteract the principle of reserving no
more grain than was absolutely necessary, since a reduced price
necessarily must render people less attentive to economy. But to avoid this
evil, two circumstances were particularly attended to. Ist. The reduction of
price was limited, and to no one was meal given so cheap as the market
price of ordinary years, but always at such a rate, as would, in any other
circumstances, have been considered as high. 2dly, Each family for whom
provision was made, was limited to a precise quantity; and all were
solemnly assured, that if they exceeded this allowance, no further
assistance would be given; and that they must then take their chance of the
markets. The quantity allowed to each was calculated according to the
numbers of their respective families, not at their ordinary rate of
consumption, but at the lowest to which it was supposed they could by the
strictest economy reduce it. To ascertain this, was in many instances very
difficult, but as it was of so great importance, that it might truly be
considered as the key-stone of all our measures, it was thought deserving
of all the pains that could be bestowed, to come at the truth; and the
judgement and accuracy with which this point was examined into, certainly
constitutes the greatest merit of the proceedings | am detailing.

In this examination, the first step was to hear the account of each head
of a family as to the quantity of his ordinary consumption. This was not
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always to be trusted to: the idea of being limited in quantity, (however
clearly its necessity was demonstrated), could not be other-wise than
disagreeable to those who were to be the objects of the restriction; and
many strove to avoid it, by stating their consumption as higher than it
really was. These misstatements, however, were easily detected, both by a
comparison with the numbers of the family, and by the testimony of those
from whom each person was in the habit of purchasing his provisions.

Having attained a pretty accurate statement of the ordinary
consumption of the parish, it came next to be examined what
retrenchments could be made. The diet of the labouring class, in this part
of the country, consists principally of oatmeal, potatoes, and milk, together
with a small quantity of butcher-meat, and of pot barley, which are made
into broth. Of the oatmeal, about one half, or perhaps more, is baked into
cakes, and the rest is made into porridge. By the observations of persons
the best acquainted with the domestic economy of the country people, it
was ascertained, that meal, when used as porridge, produced a much
greater quantity of nourishment, than the same quantity when made into
cakes. These were therefore considered as a wasteful luxury, the use of
which it was our business to discourage, and to supply its place by some
addition upon those articles of ordinary consumpt in the country which
appeared to be the most economical. - Potatoes would perhaps have served
this purpose, but that unfortunately the potato crop had been still more
deficient than that of grain, and that it was difficult, or rather impossible to
procure the people even their ordinary supply of potatoes. If they could
have been induced to use all their meal in making porridge, and to
substitute that species of food in every case where they were in the habit of
using cakes, it would have had a great effect; but upon an attentive
consideration of the minutiae of their management, it occur-red, that the
same purpose would be still more effectually attained by an addition to
their usual supply of pot barley. The usual routine diet in this country is,
for breakfast, porridge, with which milk is used in summer, but small beer
in winter, or when the supply of milk fails. After finishing the pot of
porridge, some cakes are eat to complete the meal: - The dinner is broth,
made of a small quantity of meat, with vegetables and barley; with the
broth, cakes are eat as bread; and it is in this way that they are chiefly
consumed. The supper is usually potatoes mashed with milk or butter. Last
year, however, porridge was very frequently used at supper, from the
deficiency of potatoes.

In considering how the use of cakes might be avoided, there appeared
no great difficulty as to those used at breakfast - a small addition to the
quantity of porridge answered the purpose - but at dinner, the broth,
without any thing to accompany it, did not appear to be a substantial
enough meal. It occurred, however, that if the broth
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could be rendered more thick and substantial in itself, a smaller quantity
of cakes would be needed to eat along with it.

This object was attained without much change on the ordinary
cookery, by adding a greater quantity of barley than usual to the other
ingredients of the ‘broth® and it appeared, that the economy arising from
this practice, was of more effect than would have been produced by
substituting porridge in place of the ordinary dinner, both in reducing the
quantity of grain used, and in saving expence to the labourer. Upon these
views, the measures to be taken were arranged, and at the same time, that
the quantity of oatmeal to be furnished to each family was restricted to a
much smaller quantity than they had ever before been in the habit of
using, they were supplied with an unusually large allowance of pot
barley. The free use of this valuable substitute was still farther
encouraged by reducing its price considerably more in proportion than
that of oatmeal, so as to bring it very nearly to that of ordinary years.

From a comparison of various instances, in which the consumpt of
particular families had been accurately ascertained, it appeared that in
ordinary years the consumption of cottagers and their families, taken at
an average of all ages, amounted daily to something more than 8 oz. of
oatmeal, with nearly one oz. of pot barley, and from 1 1/2 to 2 lib. [sic.]
of potatoes. It was calculated that with the help of a small addition to the
barley, the meal might be reduced to 6 oz. notwithstanding the deficiency
of the potatoe [sic.] crop. Experience has proved the truth of these ideas;
for tho’ the additional quantity of barley has in no case amounted to an
average of 1/2 oz. per day, the consumption of meal has not exceeded 6
oz. It will no doubt be understood, that this can only be true on a general
average, and that as the consumption of individuals of different ages and
descriptions must differ widely, this average could not in the detail of the
measures be uniformly adhered to - that in some instances more might be
required, and in other less could suffice.

When the quantity of meal to be allowed to each family, had been
ascertained on these principles, and it was known how much it was
necessary to reserve for the use of all those in each parish, who had not
grain of their own, the quantity to be reserved was apportioned among
the different farmers, as nearly as possible, according to the produce of
their respective farms, and each of them entered into an agreement to
keep the quantity that fell to his share, and to deliver it at a price agreed
upon, which
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was fully equal to the market price, at the time these measures were
concerted. And in order to be able to furnish it to the labourers, at a price
proportioned to their earnings, a subscription was entered into among all
the proprietors and farmers of each parish, from the amount of which it
appeared what deduction could be given. The price was not in any instance
brought so low, as the price of abundant years; even had the subscriptions
been ever so great, this would not have been adviseable, as it would have
encouraged the very pernicious idea, that people have a right to be
furnished with provisions at a particular price. Neither was the price made
uniform to all: to those whose wages were great, and whose families were
not numerous, there was no call for giving the same relief, as to those who
had a number of children to support out of smaller earnings. The oatmeal
which used in ordinary seasons to be sold about two shillings per stone,
was in some particular instances allowed at two shillings and sixpence; but
in no case except to absolute paupers, any lower; in ordinary cases there
were means of allowing it at three shillings or three shillings and sixpence.
To some who were in prosperous circum-stances it was not thought
requisite to give any deduction at all; and all the benefit they derived from
the measures we adopted, was the certainty of a supply, and the being
relieved from all anxiety about the markets.

Some arrangements were to be made respecting the distribution of the
supply thus secured, and in this it was found necessary, to make variations
according to local circumstances.

Where the population was much scattered the meal was never collected
into a general store. The quantity agreed to be reserved by each farmer,
was compared with the quantities to be allowed to the cottagers in his
neighbourhood, and a certain number of families were allotted to be
supplied by him. The money raised by the subscription was then divided,
and the whole amount of the deduction granted on the meal, to be
furnished to each family, was at once paid into the hands of the farmer
from whom they were to receive it, and the farmer became bound to
furnish it to them, at the reduced price fixed upon. The money never
passed through the hands of the people, for whose relief it was contributed;
but each family received a ticket expressing the quantity of meal they were
entitled to apply for, the price at which it was to be furnished, and the
farmer who was to furnish it. It was made an absolute condition that it was
always to be paid for with ready money; but the farmers agreed, that if this
was complied with, they would give it in as small quantities at a time as
the people wished: the quantity which each individual farmer had to
supply, was not so
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great as to make this any hardship; the meal kept for the neighbouring
cottagers, he could easily keep along with that of his own family, and the
people he had to retail it to were, in no case, very numerous. Where local
circumstances allowed this arrangement to be made, it appeared to be by
far the most convenient and adviseable mode. But in some cases the
population being collected in villages, lay at a distance from the farmers
who were to supply the meal. In this case it seemed unavoidably necessary
to lay up a general store from which the distribution was to be made; but
even in this case it was found practicable to avoid laying up any great
quantity at one time. The weekly supply necessary was ascertained, and
the different farmers took it in turns to send their respective proportions to
the store, in such quantities as always to meet the demand.

Where this arrangement took place, a person was appointed to attend
the store, and to retail out meal to the people who came for it; a committee
of a few leading people examined his proceedings from time to time,
settled with him for the money he received for the meal when retailed, and
with it, and with the subscription money which they had in their
possession, paid the farmers for the meal they sent to the store. In this way
the arrangement was made easy to the poor who were supplied; but it was
not so convenient in other respects, as it required a continual
superintendance and management to the very end of the season. In those
instances where no store was laid up, and the cottagers were apportioned
among the different farmers, the business when once arranged went on of
itself, and no further management or superintendance was necessary.

To the detail that has been given, the completest commentary that can
be added is, that the measures adopted had a success almost beyond our
most sanguine expectations: - the relief given proved to be of the most
essential service to those who received it; and the economy with which it
was accompanied, was such, that if a proportional retrenchment had taken
place in every other part of the kingdom, the present scarcity would have
been almost entirely prevented. In one parish, the saving in the space of
the seven months preceding the late harvest, amounted to nearly 600 stone
of meal, upon the consumption of 94 ‘families* who were supplied with
1600 stone of oatmeal, tho’ it was ascertained upon good data, that they
consume nearly 2200 stone in the same space of time in ordinary years.
The addition made to their usual supply of barley was not above 50 or 60
stone. It must no doubt be allowed, that the people began to make use of
their potatoes much earlier in the season than usual, but this circumstance
could not at the utmost do more, and it was perhaps not even sufficient to
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counterbalance the deficiency in the quantity of potatoes of the last years
crop.” We are therefore fully intitled to say that the parish was maintained
with less than three-fourths of the grain it consumes in ordinary years.

After the most candid examination of the measures adopted in various
other parts of the kingdom, for alleviating the distress of the season, it
does not appear that any are better adapted to to our peculiar situation than
those we have already adopted.

The district in which they have been tried is agricultural, it always
produces more grain than its own consumpt, and in ordinary years exports
considerably; the towns in it are few, and the measures adopted in them
were totally unconnected with those which have been described, and
differed widely from them. How far therefore the principles on which we
proceeded may be applicable to large towns, or populous manufacturing
countries, we have no title to assert from experience; but if the principles
are essentially just, there is certainly a probability that by judicious
variations, in the mode of their application, they may be of use in other
situations. To those districts which usually produce more grain than is
necessary for their own consumption, the plan that has been described may
be safely recommended as peculiarly adapted to their situation. For it was
one most important consequence of our measures, that by removing the
anxiety of the people as to their own supply, they obviated that clamour
against the transport of the superabundant produce, which is a continual
check to the free circulation of grain, and often a material hindrance,
notwithstanding all the exertions that can be made for protecting the
freedom of the corn trade. The essential necessity of that free circulation,
for remedying the calamity of a deficient crop, has been so fully
demonstrated, that any thing which can tend to promote it, must be of great
national utility.

For ourselves, the most important lesson we have learned, lies in the
experimental proof we have acquired of the degree to which the consumpt
may be reduced. In this respect, the people have also acquired a lesson,
and have found, that they can struggle through a severe season with a
smaller supply of meal, than they had been accustomed to consider as
absolutely necessary; and there is no doubt, that from the experience they
have gained, they will now be able to maintain themselves much easier
with the same supply of meal, than they could last year. This season, there
will also be other circumstances in their favour, which will contribute to
make the scanty supply of meal less severe upon them.
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Ist. The summer has been singularly favourable to the making of peats:
hence, they will not only be able to keep their houses more comfortable,
but they can afford more fuel to keep the pot boiling a long time, and to
derive the full benefit from the barley they use in thickening their b