
n December 23, 
1840, a large public 
meeting was held at 
Limerick. Among the 

speakers were John 
O'Connell, a Mem- 
ber of the British Par- 

liament (representing Kilkenny) and 
son and lieutenant of Daniel O'Connell; 
Sir David Roche, Bart., another M.P. 
(representing the City of Limerick); 
Thomas Steele, a Repealer, devoted to 
Daniel O'Connell; and Councillor 
Moore, a leading member of the Dub- 
lin-based Hibernian Anti-Slavery Soci- 
ety. The meeting, in the city court- 
house, was attended by citizens of 
Limerick and bordering counties and 
by representatives of three Limerick 
organisations: the Citzens' Club, the 
Association of Congregated Trades, 
and the Auxiliary of the Anti-Slavery 
Society. The size of the meeting was 
unusual, and so was the gathering 
together of such a medley of individu- 
als and interest groups. The topic of 
discussion was also out of the ordi- 
nary: not the repeal of the Union with 
England, not ways and means of reliev- 
ing lrish poverty, nor ways and means 
of promoting lrish industry restricted 
by hostile English legislation, but the 
presence at the Limerick quay of what 
over the previous two weeks had been 
identified and denounced in the lrish 
press as a "Jamaica slave-ship" -the 
Robert *Kerr. Jamaican planters, 
through their Limerick agents, the 
speakers declared vehemently, were 
attempting by false, deceiving prom- 
ises, to persuade the credulous, the 
poor, the long suffering peasantry of 
lreland to take berths aboard a vessel 
whose destination was an island where 
harsh treatment of the Negro popula- 
tion, cynical disregard for human suf- 
fering, fever, and other evils, had 
become proverbial. At all costs the ves- 
sel was to leave the Shannon in ballast 
or with as few deluded "victims" as 
possible.' The same message, proc- 
laimed in handbills and posters, in 
street-marches and street-corner orat- 
ory, continued through Christmas 
week. 

The RobertKerrwas not the first ves- 
sel in the years after the abolition of 
slavery in l834 to enter an lrish port for 
the purpose of embarking emigrants 
for Jamaica. The first vessel known to 
have done so is the James Ray, a brig 
belonging to a Mr. Hamilton Brown, an 
extensive property owner, planting- 
attorney, and Member of Assembly for 
the parish of St. Ann. In December 
1835, the brig left Belfast with one 
hundred and twenty one lrishmen and 
theirfamiliesfrom Ballymoney, County 
Antrim, and on arrival in Jamaica they 
were located on estates and pens in 
Hamilton Brown's parish. Some of 
these immiarants certainlv absconded 
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police, and on one estate about forty of 
them chased Hamilton Brown and nar- 
rowly missed giving him a sound beat- 
ing.2 Undaunted, in late 1836 he 
despatched his brig to lreland once 
again; it returned with at least one 
hundred and eighty five lrish for St. 
Ann. In January 1840 the Newphoenix 
transported one hundred and thirty six 
lrish to the Island from County Kildare, 
and these were located on the proper- 
ties of the London company of W.R.&S. 
Mitchell3 Leicesterfields in Clarendon, 
Boroughbridge in St. Ann, and Rosetta. 
Many more lrish were undoubtedly 
among the 1,618 British immigrants 
who were located by planters in the 
period between 1834 and the arrival of 
the New P h ~ e n i x . ~  

During this period no notice was 
apparently taken by the "friends of 
humanity" (as the opponants of white 
emigration to Jamaica came to term 
themselves) of the departure of 
lrishmen and their families to the 
Island. But by 18'40 i t  was suspected in 
lreland that the Jamaican Legislature, 
under the authority of an Act to encour- 
age immigration, intended to boost 
lrish immigration on a scale hitherto 
unknown. The Limerick Auxiliary Anti- 
Slavery Society speculated that as 
many as 50,000 and perhaps more, 
were sought by the planters, and that a 
"great system", promoted by discreet, 
"quietly established sub-agents" in 
lrish ports, would be set in train; and it 
believed that the Robert Kerr was the 
first of a series of Jamaican "man 
traps" which would sweep into sleepy, 
unsuspecting ports, taking off to 
destruction the "uninformed and suf- 
ferina poor ... bv the delusive offer of a 

free passage, by the lureof high wages, 
by the hope of bettering their miserable 
condition". An examplewasto beset in 
Limerick which would compel 
Jamaican "slave-seekers" to abandon 
lreland for their invidious p ~ r p o s e . ~  

Besides the British immigrants who 
were located in the Island prior to 1840 
there were over 1,180 Germans and 
one hundred and ninety two Por- 
tuguese from Madiera, the Azores, and 
from Portugal itself. The mortality 
among these newcomers had been 
very high, particularly during 1835, the 
year of highest immigration. This gave 
the "friends of humanity" good cause 
for concern in 1840 as they envisaged 
thousands more emigrating; so did the 
harsh treatment which had been meted 
out by some planters to those who had 
gone b e f ~ r e . ~  But besides solicitude for 
the welfare of future immigrants was a 
concern that floods of newcomers 
would lower the wages of the ex-slaves 
to unsatisfactory rates; and some 
"friends of humanity" were just ascon- 
cerned that the newcomers would 
spread "immorality and all the 
iniquities" of their homelands among 
the newly-freed Negroes7 

While some of the Scots and English 
brought to the Island (and a few of the 
Germans) were employed in skilled 
departments of sugar estates, most - 
along with the lrish and Portuguese - 
were put to work as field labourers: 
planting and cutting sugar-cane, pre- 
paring coffee fields, and working on the 
barbeques. Over four hundred and fifty 
Scots and Germans were recruited by 
official Government agents and 
located in specially prepared Govern- 
ment Townships; the rest were from their locations anq;lenlisted in the 
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imported by planters or their agents 
under the inducement of a bounty 
offered by the Legislature on European 
"mechanics, artisans and field labour- 
ers imported for the purpose of cul- 
tivating the soil.,, Prior to March 31, 
1836, £15 a head-was paid; after that 
date, £12 and £8 on Europeans above 
and below sixteen years of age respec- 
tively; and after March 1838, £10 a head 
on all Europeans located for twelve 
months8 

At the basis of the Legislature's Euro- 
pean immigration scheme lay racial 
fear and insecclrity. During the "ap- 
prenticeship" - the six year period 
whidh preceded full emancipation in 
1838 (originally planned for 1840) and 
during which the ex-slaves were 
obliged to give a portion of their labour 
to their masters - many white Jamai- 
cans feared that the complete loosen- 
ing of the bonds of slavery would be 
followed by slaughter, incendiary fires, 
and the destruction of property: others 
did not fear violence, but, because of 
lack of regular labour, the abandon- 
ment of the production of the Island's 
principal exports-sugar and coffee- 
and, consequently, the collapse of 
existing society. 

In Jamaica the best sugar land was 
on the lowlands, in alluvial valleys, 
river basins and deltas; coffee estates 
were located in the highlands. Only a 
small portion of these estates were 
actu?lly put into cultivation, the rest 
being left in wood, fallow and ruinate: 
and itwas tothe idle butcultivable parts 
of estates that many white Jamaicans 
feared the ex-slaves would resort in 
1840 as independent cultivators - 
through squatting, rent or purchase - 
and thereby abandon regular estate 
work. Intensifying thefearwastheexis- 
tence of abandoned coffee estates for 
the ex-slaves' taking and an (errone- 
ous) notion that there were vast 
acreages of Crown Lands. 

For the planters, who dominated the 
local Assembly, the ill-omens for the 
future were quite apparent, and left 
three alternatives: high enough wages 
would have to be offered to tempt the 
ex-slaves away from independent culti- 
vation, immigrants would have to be 
imported to fill the gaps left by the ex- 
slaves on the estates, or immigrants 
would have to be located in the high- 
lands - leaving the ex-slaves no alter- 
native but to remain where the planters 
held they properly belonged: on the 
lowlands, planting and cutting cane. 
While the other great immigrant-seek- 
ing colonies of Trinidad and British 
Guiana adopted the former two alter- 
natives in the years after Abolition, 
with no great regard for the complex- 
ion of their immigrants, the planters of 
Jamaica opted for the latter alternative 
and insisted that the immigrants 
should be Europeans, preferably from 
the north of Europe. 

The highlandat considered more 

healthy than low-lying land and cer- 
tainly much cooler, were to be 
"stocked" with Europeans who would 
work as independent small farmers, as 
labourers and artisans on coffee 
estates and cattle pens, and in Govern- 
ment townships specially prepared for 
their arrival. But such a policy was 
expected to take time to put into effect, 
and in the meantime planters wanted 
immediate, additional labour on their 
estates so as to maintain pre-abolition 
levels of production. Thus, accom- 
panying efforts to establish Govern- 
ment townships in the highlands and 
the offering of bounties to highland 
planters, bounties were also offered to 
lowland sugar planters. This, however, 
was regarded as a short term, tempor- 
ary expedient which might be 
abolished as highland colonization got 
under way.?? 

Even during the year when liberal 
bounties were given, and which pro- 
vided importers with substantial pro- 
fits, never enough Europeans were 
imported to meet the wishes of the 
Legislature. The inadequacy became 
even more apparent when, in August 
1838, the apprenticeship period was 
abridged by two years, leaving planters 
without the modicum of labour they 
had expected from the ex-slaves. Dis- 
putes between planters and ex-slaves, 
neither accustomed to wage bargain- 
ing, became general, and much of the 
1838 crop was lost as a consequence. 
More and more attention was accord- 
ingly given to other sources of immig- 
rants: an exclusive European immigra- 
tion policy was no longer regarded as 
being tenable since Europeans could 
not be imported in large enough num- 
bers to save lowland cultivation, and 
besides, it had come to be recognized 
that there was no great advantage in 
importing Europeans for the lowlands 
where so many died from fever. Forthe 
lowlands, Maltese (considered to be 
more hardy than north Europeans), 
Asians, the free Negroes of the United 
States, and particularly Africans 
became by 1840 what the Governor of 
Jamaica described as "objects of 
speculation". But for the Island's long- 
term peac3 ,security and prosperity, 
the colonization of the highlands was 
still regarded as being of the utmost 
importance. 

In 1840 the Legislature passed its first 
full-fledged lmmigration Act to regu- 
late and promote immigration. Under 
this Act the Governorwas authorized to 
appoint an Agent-General of Immig- 
rants, a corps of sub-agents, and an 
Immigration Commissioner. The prin- 
cipal duties of the former officials were 
to ensure that proper preparations had 
been made by employers for their 
immigrants and that contracts were 
properly and fairly drawn up; the Com- 
missioner was to be responsible for 
setting in train a system of immigration 
from the United States, Great Britain 

and "elsewhere". Provided the Agent- 
General was satisifed with the prepara- 
tions made and the terms of contract, 
persons who received immigrants 
through their own or the Government 
immigration agents abroad were to 
receive a moiety of the cost of importa- 
tion. (This was modified to full costs 
under an Act of December 1840,4Vict., 
c.23). Provision was also maddfor the 
preperation of European villaged (two 
to each parish during the dura/;fon of 
the Act) in the highlands; these were to 
supplement the Townships already in 
existence. Except for certain categories 
of indoor work and work less arduous 
than field labour, Europeans were not 
to be located on the lowlands; infringe- 
ment of this principle made the person 
convicted liable to a heavy fine with full 
costs. 

Alexander Barclay, a Scotsman with 
property in the east of the Island, and a 
leading Member of Assembly, was 
chosen as Commissioner. By late June 
1840 he was in the United States on the 
first leg of his mission. Recruiting pros- 
pects proved disappointing, and after 
five weeks he left for London - leaving , 
agents in Baltimore, Philadelphia and 
New York in the hope that the situation 
would improve in time. In London he 
immediately proceeded to give his 
attention to obtaining the sanction of 
the Colonial Secretary to proceed to 
Africa: specifically to Sierra Leone, a 
British colony greatly overburdened by 
large numbers of Africans liberated by 
the Royal Navy in its drive against the 
foreign slave-trade. Quasi-approval for 
his venture, which he considered I 
adequate to enable him to proceed, 
was obtained after strong, persistent I 
lobbying.13 

Barclay decided against visiting the 
Continent and Malta. The adequate 
numbers likely to be recruited in Great 
Britain made a visit to the Continent 
unnecessary and as far as Malta was 
concerned, there had been too many 
discouraging accounts of the Maltese 
who had recently emigrated to Demer- 
ara and Grenada.I4 His personal 
recruitinq efforts were confined to east- 
ern scotland, and by October he was at 
Montrose. The instructions covering 
this Commission did not specify the 
number of British emigrants he was to 
recruit, but Barclay decided to limit the 
number to a thousand; he believed that 
if these were successfully located 
thousands more would follow later.15 
The recruiting of most of the one 
thousand emigrants was left to the 
agents he appointed: James Barclay, 
his brother who lived in Aberdeen- 
shire; Thomas McNeel, Custos and 
Chief Magistrate of Westmoreland in 
Jamaica, who was in Galloway, west- 
ern Scotland, recruiting privately; the 
London-based West Indian Immigra- 
tion Society; and William White, Presi- 
dent of the Limerick Chamber of Com- 
merce. 
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McNeel and James Barclay were 
both experienced in the emigration 
business. Only shortly before their 
appointment as agents, Barclay had 
despatched one hundred and twenty 
nine Aberdeenshire emigrants to 
estates belonging to and under the 
management of McNeel in Westmore- 
land, and between l837 and l839 had 
despatched a large number of Scots to 
two of Jamaica's highland townships; 
McNeel imported ten Scots between 
1837 and 1838,16 and was an active 
Township Commissioner. William 
White had had less experience in this 
regard, but he did have two qualities 
which Algxander Barclay could use: 
influence and a sound business know- 
ledge. Limerick was also a useful base 
for recruiting purposes, being on the 
crossroads of three counties: County 
Limerick, County Clare, and County 
Tipperary. 

As always in Ireland, hunger or 
actual starvation occurred whenever 
the potato, the staple food of the Irish, 
could not be fully reaped because of 
disease. 1840 was not a bad year forthe 
potato, but there was still hunger in 
parts of the island, particularly in the 
west and including County Limerick. 
Only a few months before White was 
appointed as an agent by Barclay, an 
oat-laden vessel on the river Shannon 
and barns and houses in Couty Limer- 
ick had been attacked by famine-driven 
peasants.17 Not surprisingly then that 
as soon as White began advertising, by 
distributing handbills and by using the 
press, the response was such that there 
were three or four times the number of 
applications for berths than he could 
accommodate. The inducements, first 
published in the Limerick Reporter of 
November 17, 1840, included the fol- 
lowing: 

1. A free passage, with food "and 
every other necessary attention" 

2. A comfortable cottage with provi- 
sion lands 

3. Medicine and medical attention 
4. A sow pig and the milk of a cow for 

each family 
5. Six hundred-weight of oatmeal and 

half a barrel of herringsforfirst-class 
labourers during the first year, and 
proportionally less for other labour- 
ers 

6. Good wages: Is. 6d. sterling a nine- 
hour day for labourers and 2s. for 
mechanics 

7. There are Roman Catholic clergy- 
men and chapels on the Island. 

For those who decided to emigrate 
there would be passage aboard the700 
ton "fast-sailing, first class, coppered 
Ship" the Robert Kerr bound for Kings- 
ton or Savanna-la-Mar. The vessel had 
been chartered by White from a Wil- 
liam Pirrie, a wealthy Belfast merchant 
who had also provided Thomas Mc- 
Neel with a vessel. 

Attractive as the inducements were, 
they were highly delusive. There was 
no guarantee that such benefits would 
be received in Jamaica; and the immig- 
ration Act gave the agents no authority 
to offer specific inducements to pros- 
pective emigrants: this was a matter to 
be settled between individual immig- 
rants and their employers in Jamaica. 
What White had done was to simply 
copy the inducements which Thomas 
McNeel had held out to the Aberdeen- 
shire emigrants previously sent to 
Jamaica. White received a sharp 
rebuke from Alexander Barclay, then in 
London, and he might have escaped 
with nothing more than this had not his 
advertisement also been spotted, ironi- 
cally, by Thomas Shannon, ex-editor of 
the Jamaica Despatch, who was visit- 
ing Limerick. On December 1, 1840, 
Shannon brought it to the attention of 
the readers of the Limerick Reporter, 
and by the time Barclay's rebuke had 
arrived White had become embroiled 
in a controversy which threatened not 
only to prevent his efforts to fill the 
Robert Kerr but all future efforts to 
recruit lrish emigrants for Jamaica. 

On November 27, 1840, ten days 
after the first appearance of the adver- 
tisement, Shannon met White - prob- 
ably at the latter's office on the quay. 
Shannon expressed great concern at 
one of the inducements being held out 
to emigrants: that which implied that 
there were adequate Roman Catholic 
clergymen and chapels in Jamaica to 
serve the needs of lrish Catholic emig- 
rants. As an Irishman end a Catholic 
himself, and well aware of the destitute 
condition of the Catholic Mission in 
every parish but Kingston, he expres- 
sed a wish that all recruits be warned 
that they would be "totally unprovided 
with religious aid or instruction of 
every kind." White was unwilling to co- 
operate; Shannon became indignant, 
and wrote a public letter to White 
demanding that recruits be told the 
truth and wrote a covering letter to the 
Reporter describing the state of the 
Catholic Mission. In Jamaica Shannon 
disclaimed any intention of impeding 
lrish emigration to the Island (the 
Kingston Morning Journal, February 
1 1 ,  1841, called bim a liar), but his let- 
ters could hardly have helped White in 
his recruiting and they set in motion a 
slanderous, exceedingly bitter cam- 
paign against lrish emigration to 
Jamaica. 

In a scathing anti-Jamaica editorial 
covering the Shannon letters the 
Limerick Reporter declared that it was 
"melancholy indeed" that "virtuous 
lrish emigrants" would have to 
associate with native Jamaicans, "vic- 
ious and immoral, and none of them 
Catholics." On December 4, 1840, a 
Dublin newspaper, the Freeman's 
Journal, took up the Shannon letters, 
but emphasised not religious depriva- 
tion but its opinion that emigrants 

would be going into actual physical 
slavery and a "pestilential" climate. 

"Now that negro slavery is abolished 
... and that the liberated black labour- 
ers are found a little stubborn in the 
hands of their old task masters, it 
appears that an ingenious contri; 
vance has been resorted to. ... The,y 
(the planters) supposed that the Iri h R peasantry were, as of old,without t e 
pale of humanity, and probably n ~ j '  
much thought of in the English Paili- 
ament. What is the fact? Why a large 
ship is at this very moment lying at 
the quay of Limerick, and is being 
freighted with a cargo of our wretch- 
ed, deluded countrymen, who are 
induced to go out ... to the pestilential 
shores of Jamaica, there to be inde- 
ntured in the manner of the negro 
apprentices to the old slave-owners 
for a term of years, and all for the 
generous consideration of a free pas- 
sage and their diet on the voyage! 

Astounding as this statement may 
appear - horrifying as it may be to 
humanity, it is nevertheless the fact". 

"We protest against the horrid and 
inhuman traffic which it is attempted to 
carry on amongst us", the newspaper 
continued, "and wewarn the peasantry 
of Ireland against the suicidal act into 
which it is attempted to inveiglethem". 

The anti-emigration banner was 
taken up by other Dublin newspapers: 
the Monitor and the Weekly Register; 
in Ennis, the capital of County Clare, it 
was taken up by the Clare Journal; in 
County Sligo by thesligochampion; in 
Nenagh, County Tipperary, by the 
Nenagh Journal; and in Limerick the 
Standard followed the lead of the 
Reporter. Other newspapers, more 
cautious than these, such as the Kerry 
Examiner, followed suit late in 
December and early January of the fol- 
lowing year. Each newspaper strained 
to outdu its rivals in the vehemence of 
its denunciations. "Emigration to the 
West lndies - Kidnapping lrish 
Labourers" was the heading to the 
Limerick Reporter's editorial of 
December 11, 1840; "Emigration to 
Jamaica, 'Is Ireland to be made a Slave 
Market'," and "Emigration to Jamaica 
- Ireland a 'Jamaica Apprentice' Mar- 
ket", were headings to the Freeman's 
Journal editorials of Dacember 9 and 
15 respectively. 

On December 9, 1840, the Nenagh 
Guardian made its first comment on 
the emigration scheme, and with a veh- 
emence typical of the lrish press. "We 
do not lose a moment in cautioning our 
countrymen", it said, against being 
inveigled "under insidious promises" 
into any agreement to go to Jamaica, 
and 

" ... we tell our peasantry if they go 
there, i t  will be a land of disease and 
death. Every experiment that has 
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been tried has proved that the burn- 
ing sun of Jamaica will not suit white 
labourers, and we could tell appalling 
instances of the way in which former 
emigrants have been swept off. But, 
independently of all this, the scheme 
put forth is, we hesitate not to say, 
most unfavourable to the emigrant- 
may be likely to reduce him to the 
condition of being little better than a 
slave. By whom is it hatched? By the 
Jamaica House of Assembly - a 
body who have gained unenviable 
notoriety by their determined sup- 
port of slavery, and, now that the 
black man has been wrenched from 
theiigrasp, would gladly set the iron 
heel of oppression even on the poor 
Irish. We tell our countrymen that if 
they listen to these proposals that 
they will bitterly rue their steps - 
that we have seen the handbills put 
forth which though plausible, are 
utterly unintelligible, and that they 
impose certain restrictions on the 
emigrant, which if he violates, he is 
liable to be thrown into prison for 
debt, to be mulct, and left a wanderer 
and houseless on a strange land; 
added to this, disease and death will 
be his almost certain inheritance. Pri- 
vations at home are betterthan death 
and misery in a foreign land." 

The theme was always the same: the 
pestilential climate of the Island, the 
reducJion of poor emigrants to slaves, 
the severity and cruelty of the planters 
and planter-dominated Assembly clin- 
ging to every vestige of oppression 
and, of course, the absence of priests 
and chapels. The Limerick Standard of 
December 31, 1840, described the 
emigration scheme as "without doubt, 
the most atrocious of the public swindl- 
ings, of which the present day is so pro- 
lific". 

In Dublin the denunciation of the 
scheme by the Press was actively 
encouraged by the Hibernian Anti- 
Slavery Society; and in Limerick by the 
Auxiliary of the Society and by the Soc- 
iety of Friends. Failure to support the 
cause-orfailure to support i twith vig- 
our - was regarded as a dereliction of 
moral duty, and it was communicated 
to a strong supporter of the cause, such 
as the Freeman's Journal so as to be 
made public. Copies of newspaper clip- 
pings about the scheme were passed to 
and fro between the Anti-Slavery Soci- 
ety and the Auxiliary,18 and in early 
December 1840 placards and handbills 
condemning the scheme were 
despatched to Limerick by Richard 
Allen, Chairman of the Society. These 
were soon "circulating fast" in 
Limerick and the surrounding coun- 
tryside. Five hundred copies of the 
December 4 editorial of the Freeman's 
Journal were also printed and 
despatched to the Auxiliary. Samuel 
Grey, Chairman of the Auxiliary, not 

ers and handbills but succeeded in 
obtaining the active support of the 
Government Emigration Agent in 
Limerick, Lieutenant Lynch, R.N. (who, 
Grey wrote on December 12, was 
"doing his part well, but quietly") and 
several local Protestant and Roman 
Catholic clergymen.l9 The clergymen 
denounced the emigration scheme 
from their pulpits.20 

On December 12,1840, Richard Allen 
persuaded the Dublin Register to pub- 
lish a notice, warning the peasantry of 
Ireland about the emigration scheme, 
at the top of its front page. He kept in 
contact with J.H. Tredgold, Secretary 
of the London-based British and 
Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, forward- 
ing articles on the scheme which had 
appeared in the Irish press and pres- 
sing him to bring the subject of emigra- 
tion to Jamaica before the Committee 
of the So~ ie ty .~ '  Tredgold saw to it that 
the scheme was brought to the atten- 
tion of the Society's Anti-Slavery 
Reportz2 Late in December Allen 
wrote (without success) to Lords Rus- 
sell (Colonial Secretary) and Morpeth 
(Chief Secretary for Ireland) and to the 
Colonial Land and Emigration Com- 
missioners in London complaining of 
what he described as the intolerable 
iniquities of white emigration to 
J a m a i ~ a . ~ ~  

As soon as the presence of a Jamaica 
"slave-ship" became known in 
Limerick the information was relayed 
to Mr. James Haughton, a well known 
Repealer and philanthropist, and on 
December 8,1840, he brought the sub- 
ject to the attention of the Loyal 
National Repeal Association in Dublin. 
Speeches by Haughton and John 
O'Connell decried the "nefarious pro- 
ject", but no resolution was agreed on 
except a vague determination that the 
peasantry of Ireland should be warned. 
On December 17 O'Connell was in 
Limerick and had been joined by Sir 
David Roche, Thomas Steele, and 
Councillor Moore - the latter sent 
from Dublin as a delegate of the Hiber- 
nian.Anti-Slavery Society. In a speech 
(fully reported in the Limerick press) to 
the Association of Congregated Trades 
O'Connell o jce again decried Jamaica 
and its "slavery scheme". By this time a 
plan of campaign had been agreed on, 
including a grand public meeting and 
marches through the streets of 
Limerick. 

At the public meeting in December 
23, 1840, besides the speakers previ- 
ously mentioned, were two gentlemen 
who had some knowledge and experi- 
ence of the deleterious effects of tropi- 
cal climates: a Captain Kane and a Mr. 
Shannon (not Thomas Shannon of 
Jamaica). William White was also on 
the speakers' platform: he had agreed 
to attend the meeting only after assur- 
ances from Sir David Roche that he 
would get a fair, uninterrupted hearing. 

orderly manner, however, i t  soon 
degenerated as shouts, hooting and 
groaning came from the gallery 
whenever White attempted to speak. 
Angered by this, and the aspersions 
cast on his character and honour by 
Councillor Moore, he was forced to 
retire, leaving the other speakers free 
to denounce the emigration scheme to 
their hearts' content - and the denun- 
ciations reached a high pitch. , pe r -  
wards Samuel Grey in a ~ettdr to 
Richard Allen in Dublin described the 

meeting as "Splendid"; Allen in a letter 
to J.H. Tredgold described it as "most 
t r i ~ m p h a n t . " ~ ~  

The enthusiasm of the "friends of 
humanity" had now been fully 
aroused, and on Christmas day they 
visited the chapels and thoroughfares 
of Limerick and its neighbourhood 
addressing crowds of people. On the 
following day, Saturday, they were 
joined by Thomas Steele who, accom- 
panied by an enormous crowd, made 
his way to where the Robert Kerr was 
moored. He instructed his followers to 
"pass by the fatal ship in dead silence, 
without uttering a single word, or giv- 
ing vent to a single groan": instruc- 
tions, according to the Limerick Repor- 
ter (December 29, 1840), "attended to 
the letter." Meanwhile Councillor 
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Moore "roused the country for an 
extent of several miles" and held three 
roadside meetings - each attended by 
about a thousand people. On the 27th 
Councillor Moore and other" friends of 
humanity" gathered at the ship's side: 
Thomas Steele, After speaking in the 
streets leading to the quay,. led 
"thousands" to Willjam White's office 
where he again denounced the emigra- 
tion scheme. A silent march along the 
ship's side was repeated. On the 29th 
Steele and Councillor Moore were 

really full and that a man in the estab- 
lishment of the Agent of said ship, has 
stated, that if they had four more ships 
they could fill them all!!!" The anti- 
Jamaica posters and handbills, the 
Press Campaign and the denunciations 
from pulpits certainly caused all butthe 
most intrepid or desperate souls some 
doubt about the wisdom of following 
their original determination of emigrat- 
ing, and large numbers of persons did 
call on White requesting the return of 
their tickets. (Councillor Moore nave 

joined in the streets by a number of 
Quakers, including Samuel Evans, Sec- 
retary of the Auxiliary Anti-Slavery 
Society. Throughout the agitation the 
Limerick authorities, anticipating vio- 
lence, provided the "slave-ship" with a 
police guard. 

The number of names on White's 
passenger list fluctuated wildly during 
December 1840. Barclay intended that 
the Robert Kerr should transport about 
two hundred, but there were certainly 
applications for berths far in excess of 
this number early in the month. The 
Freeman's Journal reported on 
December 31 that three hundred had 
actually secured berths before the agi- 
tation; and on December 12 Grey wrote 
to Richard Allen dismally: "I regret to 
inform thee that the 'Robert Kerr' is 

fifteen such people the means of 
returning home to distant Roscrea; 
others were perkaps aided by a sub- 
scription bhich the Limerick Citizens' 
Club planned to raise. But many per- 
sons who had decided not to emigrate 
changed their minds again and re- 
enrolled. This was largely due to the 
wise policy of William White who, 
instead of insisting on his rightto retain 
the deposits and securities of those 
who Withdrew, returned them wil- 
lingly. This, wrote the Limerick Chroni- 
cle on December 30, was in itself" suffi- 
cient to convince persons that no fraud 
Or delusion was intended to be prac- 
ticed, and that although a vast expense 
had been incurred in fitting up a ship ... 
it was not souaht to comae1 anv man to 

propriety of such a step". 
White had something else in his 

favour. At the public meeting of 
December 23 Councillor Moore had 
announced that, contrary to what 
White had been telling would-be emig- 
rants, no Roman Catholic clergyman 
would accompany the RobertKerr; an# 
that this was simply a ruse to give tbe 
impression that the emigration schevie 
had the approbation of the Church. b n  
December 28, however, White was at# 
to  announce officially (in the Limefick 
Reporter) that a clergyman would 
indeed accompany the vessel, and with 
the ful l  approbation of his Bishop. This 
was a serious blow to White's oppo- 
nents, and an appeal was made in the 
Limerick Standard of December 31 for 
the clergyman to make his name and 
address public; and he was warned 
that his presence in the "Transport 
Ship" would be sufficient to modify "if 
not counterbalance the evils that the 
friends of humanity have been pointing 
out t o  those intending to emigrate". 
The clergyman, the Rev. Oliver Frost, a 
young man of zeal, determined to em- 
bark on a foreign mission, could not be 
persuaded to remain at home. Thomas 
Steele met him on the quayside and in 
a public letterto the Catholics of Ireland 
(Limerick Standard, December 31, 
1840) made it plain that hewas going to 
Jamaica as a martyr for the Faith, and 
certainly with no intention of promot- 
ing the emigration scheme. 

On January 1,1841, the Robert Kerr, 
with many empty berths, slipped her 
moorings and sailed eighteen miles 
down the Shannon to the Pool. Here, as 
the vessel awaited the inspection of the 
Government Emigration Agent prior to 
departure (in accordance with the 
Imperial Passengers Act), it was 
reported in the Press that in an attempt 
to increase the number of passengers 
"the parties engaged in her have, in 
their despair, turned to our lanes and 
alleys, the abodes of vice and immoral- 
ity of every sort, and have succeeded in 
enticing numbers of the most de- 
graded characters of both sexes on 
board.OZ6 "The lanes and alleys, the by- 
streets and resorts of vice," the Nenagh 
Guardian reported (January 9, 1841), 
"were swept of their votaries." 
Whether or not this did happen, and 
there must be some doubt, i t  was clear 
that by the time the vessel was ready to 
leave the Pool the one hundred and 
twenty seven passengers aboard were 
not the "very best class of people" that 
Barclay had insisted White should 
obtain. They were desperate, hungry, 
ill-clad people, prepared to embark on 
any desperate venture that offered the 
smallest opportunity of betterment. 
The Nenagh Guardian (January 23, 
1841) called them "the very refuse of 
the community, such as our island is 
well rid of." Among them were forty- 
one single persons, their average age 
twenty-two. embark unless he was s'atisfieb of the 
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Spalding in the ~ s s { m b l ~ )  that he was 
satisfied with the immigrants' diet, 
lodgings, and work, and was "much 
gratified" to find t h m  so "comfortable 
and ~ o n t e n t e d . " ~ ~  Something however 
had made the immigrants discon- 
tented. In the House Spalding blamed 
magisterial interference but did not 
mention what he later told the 1842 
Select Committee of the House of Com- 
mons on the West India Colonies: their 
dislike of having to hoe the steep hills 
of the Hermitage.45 What certainly did 
rankle with the immigrants - at least 
those who appeared before the magis- 
trates -was Spalding's failure to sup- 
ply h i l c h  cows and the insulting 
behaviour of one of his regular estate 
employees.46 Perhaps there was some- 
thing in what the Agent-General said in 
his covering letter to Dr. Paul's report: 
that they expected to be going to an El 
Dorado, where little work need be 
done. The Attorney-General's role in 
the affair remained at the time incon- 
clusive. All that was known for certain 
was that he had visited Admiral's Pen, 
that he was aware that some of the 
immigrants were elluding justice, and 
that he had connived at or given direct 
orders that they be supported at the 
Public Hospital. 

The Robert Kerr immigrants who left 
for Kingston were joined by scores of 
other Irish, and these ragged, angry 
people roaming the streets and fre- 
quenting the grog shops became 
something of a local hazard; few were 
prepared to employ them, and with a 
reputation for laziness and sudden vio- 
lence they made it difficult for other 
lrish who came to the Island after them 
(such as the two hundred and seven- 
teen in the New Phoenix in September 
1841). Few could afford to return home 
or pay the smaller passage cost neces- 
sary to go to America. Some were for- 
tunate in receiving public or private 
charity, and a few, at the Govedrnor's 
personal expense, were transported off 
the Island to New York.47 

The last word on the fate of the 
Robert Kerr immigrants appeared in 
the Limerick Reporter of August 19, 
1842, and referred to Patrick Purtill 
(who, it will be recalled, had said he 
was willing and anxious to go to 
Jamaica) and Cornelius Donaghue. 
Pucill left Jamaica for Baltimore after 
February 1842 and wrote to his 
brothers in Limerick that he had been 
deceived in going to Jamaica and that 
he had been ill-used there; "scarcely 
three" of his shipmates, he said, had 
survived their Jamaican experience. 
Donaghue emigrated back to Limerick, 
via New Orleans, and called at the 
office of the Reporter: he told the prop- 
rietors that he had escaped from 
Jamaica and from what he suffered in 
the Island and at New Orleans nothing 
would dislodge him from his home- 
land. 

cial contributions towards securing the 
return of their surviving countrymen - 
apparently satisfied to prevent the 
departure of any more to Jamaica, at 
least direct from lrish ports. There were 
occasional emigration scares during 
1842 when it was rumoured that 
Jamaican agents were being 
appointed and vessels searching the 
coast,48 but no emigrant vessel entered 
an lrish port after the Robert Kerr: lrish 
emigrants were recruited in England or 
sent from Ireland to London in unobtru- 
sive commercial vessels. By the end of 
1841 lrish emigration to Jamaica had 
ceased. Disappointed with its lack of 
success with white immigrants over 
the previous eight years and the very 
great expense in importing them, the 
Legislature devoted its attention to 
other sources of labour: to Africa and 
to Asia. Bounties were still offered up 
to 1845, but under such strict regula- 
tions that between 1842 and 1845 only 
forty-two white immigrants (Scots and 
English) were imported.49 In late 1842 
legislation was passed to break up and 
sell the still uncompleted European vil- 
lages, and with the villages was aban- 
doned the last vestige of the scheme of 
highland colonization. 
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