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Daughters of the Empire: British Female Emigration and The Imperial Colonist, 1902-1914
Introduction
As the nineteenth century came to a close and the twentieth century came roaring in, the
British Women’s Emigration Association (BWEA) was hard at work protecting thousands of
female British emigrants on their journeys to colonial locations, where they would be employed
in positions that desperately needed to be filled.1 The services of this emigrant association
ranged from providing loans to cover the costs of travel, hiring shipboard matrons to act as
maternal figures for the groups of selected emigrants shielding them from impropriety and harm
of any kind, and organizing safe receptions for these women and girls upon their arrival in the
colony to which they were heading.2 The association strictly selected only the most reputable
girls and women to receive aid, as they viewed their work as an act of empire building.3 Their
goal was to provide the colonial frontiers with only the most respectable British women who
would become upstanding, imperially minded mothers who would uphold British values within
these regions.4 The emigration associations, like the BWEA and their sister societies who they
worked closely with, encouraged all of the emigrants they had helped to write to them and
describe their experiences after arriving in the strange new land of their choosing, and a good
many migrants did this.5
In 1902, the BWEA began publishing a monthly periodical called The Imperial Colonist
which would run until the late 1920s, after which it was printed irregularly until it fizzled out
1
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around the Second World War. It was used as a vessel for informing the public of the
association’s indispensable services, to provide updates on work being done within the
association, to post advertisements of help wanted in the colonies, and to provide the readers
with intriguing personal accounts of the Canadian West, the Australian outback, and Southern
Africa. Articles within the issues of The Imperial Colonist covered topics spanning from
information about domestic training schools to how women should behave towards their servants
of color in the colonies. The articles were written by a variety of people such as members of
emigration societies like the BWEA or one of their sister societies such as the Girls’ Friendly
Society (GFS) or the South African Colonization Society (SACS). But concerned citizens of the
empire would also have their writing published often. Often these articles were strategically used
to help the emigration associations to maintain high numbers of migrants utilizing their services
and to support their importance within society. Companies would pay to have their
advertisements featured in The Imperial Colonist to promote services ranging from the shipment
of goods to the construction of premade homes that could be shipped to any colonial location.
Besides the standard sections of each issue, such as “Emigration Notices” and “Items of
Interest”, The Imperial Colonist would occasionally include memorial articles about the passing
of influential people within the world of British migration to express sorrow and gratitude, and to
spread the news of the passing throughout the vast empire.6
This thesis is constructed around my close reading through each issue of The Imperial
Colonist from January 1902 to December of 1914. In this paper I will investigate how the
BWEA and their sister societies utilized The Imperial Colonist as their primary marketing tool to
promote their services to prospective migrants and inform the public on the various aspects of
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their work. Throughout this thesis, the questions that I will be looking to answer are: Who was
writing the articles and letters that were printed in The Imperial Colonist? Who was the target
audience? How did the articles within The Imperial Colonist reflect the events happening during
this period? How did the style of writing within this periodical change over time and what was
the overall purpose of The Imperial Colonist?
During my reading of this source, I took notice of the large themes that were
continuously brought up throughout the issues, and I found that the themes that caught my
attention were professions in the colonies and the depiction of the frontier. A great deal of the
academic writing about work for British emigrants in the colonies has focused on the high
demand for domestic workers. For this paper, I made the decision to differentiate my work by
focusing upon the teaching and nursing professions in the colonies that were often promoted
within The Imperial Colonist. In regards to teachers, the earlier years of The Imperial Colonist
focused largely on the South African region’s dire need for teachers as the Anglo-Boer War was
coming to a close. Then in the second half of the time period that I examined, the focus shifted to
the dire need for teachers in the Canadian West. The profession of nursing was hardly mentioned
in the very early years of The Imperial Colonist, but around 1908 the need for nurses began to be
written about, and the focus on this topic grew and grew until in 1913, almost every issue
included three or four articles specifically about the need for nurses to come to the remote rural
areas of Canada, Australia and South Africa.
In the earliest years of The Imperial Colonist, the tone of the publication was
overwhelmingly positive when describing life upon the frontier in the British colonies. It only
featured articles and letters from emigrants that told of the most positive aspects of living in the
colonies, with next to no harsh realities or negative aspects getting any mention at all. This most
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likely was a tactic of the women at the BWEA to encourage high numbers of women to choose
to emigrate to these areas. But as I continued on with my reading, I found that the tone of The
Imperial Colonist gradually shifted. Slowly around the middle of the time period that I
examined, it began including stories which were more honest and brought light to troubles that
had to be overcome in the colonies and detailed the dangers that may exist there. Natural
disasters, accidents and challenges were featured quite a lot in the later issues that I examined.
The stories shared by the emigrants who overcame these struggles provided great details about
what their lives were really like in these colonial regions, but this shift also hints at what might
have been going on behind the scenes at the BWEA at this time.
The field of women’s history gained more attention from historians around the time of
second wave feminism of the 1970’s, when many began writing women’s stories into the history
books, where men had usually been the focus. Around this same time, immigration history was
becoming more popular as a field of historical study as well, and so from this point on, the study
of female British emigrants gained more and more attention from historians around the world. In
more recent times, historians such as Lisa Chilton, Jan Gothard and Cecillie Swaisland are
leaders in the field, with their published works shedding light on the individual emigrants, the
British associations that aided them in their migration, and their experiences traveling to their
final destinations.7 Their work provides strong contributions to this sub-field of history, and
when I started my research for this thesis, I began by reading their books, which provided me
with a strong foundation for my overall investigation. They cover a wide range of topics such as
class, gender, power, race, and imperialism within the world of British emigration and the
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developing British colonies.8 Chilton’s book, Agents of Empire: British Female Migration to
Canada and Australia in the 1860s-1930, focuses on revealing the inner workings of
organizations such as the BWEA and the SACS, and the women who worked behind the scenes
to aid thousands of British females to emigrate safely – shielded from all danger and
impropriety.9 Gothard’s Blue China: Single Female Migration to Colonial Australia provides
intricate details about the sea voyage that the female emigrants undertook in order to make their
way to their new homes in Australia.10 She provides insight into the politics of ship life, the roles
of the shipboard matrons who would watch over the female emigrants traveling under British
female emigration organizations, and the type of reception that was common when these women
stepped onto land in a strange new world.11 Swaisland’s book Servants and Gentlewomen to the
Golden Land: The Emigration of Single Women from Britain to Southern Africa, 1820-1939
brings South Africa into the mix, providing insight into the concerns that many immigrants had
specifically about this location such as racial relations, the after-effects of the Anglo-Boer War,
and the remoteness that made this location often overlooked by British women who were looking
to emigrate, even though white South Africans were desperately calling out for employees to fill
various positions.12 These books provide the broader contexts surrounding the lives of the female
British emigrants after the turn of the twentieth century.
Historical writing about women in Canada around the turn of the twentieth century
provides a colorful setting within which the female British emigrants can be placed. Sarah
Carter’s book, Imperial Plots: Women, Land and the Spadework of British Colonialism on the
Canadian Prairies, illustrates what life was like for the women who came to the frontier of
8
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Canada alone and procured homesteads for themselves in the isolated locations over the
countryside.13 Carter’s focus on this group of independent, strong-willed women brings to light a
whole new perspective on the female migrant. Also, her description of life in the Canadian west
provides a strong context for the individual stories investigated within this paper. Equally
thought provoking is Katie Pickles’ book Female Imperialism and National Identity: Imperial
Order Daughters of the Empire.14 It analyses the largest British women’s patriotic organization
in Canada, and it investigates the strong feelings of loyalty towards the empire among female
British emigrants that were living in Canada, and how many were attempting to sculpt Canada
into a miniature Britain.15 But Pickles also highlights the obstacles that would get in the way of
this objective, such as gender roles becoming blurred in the rural areas, a growing feeling of
Canadian nationalism that was separate from their feeling of Britishness, and settlers’
interactions with people of different races and ethnicities.16 Because of how this book uncovers
the imperial beliefs of women who had been settled in Canada for many years, it is very useful
for creating a backdrop for this paper as it provides insight not only into British society, but
Canadian society as well.
Myra Rutherdale’s book Women and the White Man’s God: Gender and Race on the
Canadian Mission Field dives into the lives of female missionaries who worked in the Canadian
frontier.17 She highlights how women in Britain would often have hasty marriages to men who
were going overseas to work as missionaries, simply so that they could accompany them and
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share in the work.18 This book, as well as Sarah Carter’s book, analyzes how women would
sometimes use their female gender roles to provide themselves with opportunities that would
otherwise be out of reach. For example, it was not uncommon for women to use marriage to gain
things that they wanted, such as freedom and the ability to accompany men to distant locations.19
This is similar to how the British emigrants investigated within this paper often entered into
professions such as teaching and nursing in order to open doors to opportunities for adventure in
the colonies where they could experience life outside of their homeland, and lend helping hands
to those in need in the process.
Another book that focuses on twentieth-century women in Canada was Veronica StrongBoag’s The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada, 1919-1939.20 In
this study of Canadian females during the interwar years, Strong-Boag highlights the changing
tide of social gender norms and how more and more women were leaving the home and entering
the workplace.21 Like Rutherdale’s writing about female missionaries, Strong-Boag discusses
how women would turn to religious orders in order to work around the restrictions which society
had placed upon them due to their gender.22 These books are excellent sources that describe
strong women of all walks of life living in Canada, and how they weaved their way around
changing times, society’s evolving expectations of females, and imperial beliefs, and in turn they
all provide a strong foundation for this paper to build upon.
Published histories of nurses are filled with information about the work settings, training
required, and salaries that were offered in various locations, as well as the personal stories of
18
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women who worked as nurses around the world. These secondary sources provided a strong
background for the information about nursing that was found in The Imperial Colonist, which
was used to build the chapter about nurses in this paper. Articles such as Carol Helmstadter’s
“Class, Gender and Professional Expertise: British Military Nursing During the Crimean War”
and Sam Goodman’s “Lady Amateurs and Gentlemen Professionals: Emergency Nursing in the
Indian Mutiny”, analyze the role that gender played in the careers of nurses in the mid nineteenth
century.23 Both these authors explain how the British social construction surrounding the female
sex directly opposed the concept of women being intelligent and having the ability to grasp any
amount of medical knowledge.24 Goodman specifically argues that female nurses smashed their
way through this social restriction when they would display their in-depth medical knowledge in
moments of medical emergencies in hospital settings, and thus they helped the progression of
British women’s climb towards equality of the sexes.25
Jessica Howell’s article “Nurse Going Native: Language and Identity in Letters from
Africa and the British West Indies” and Charlotte Dale’s “The Social Exploits and Behavior of
Nurses During the Anglo-Boer War 1899-1902” analyze the evolution of the profession of
nursing over time.26 Howell and Dale both explain how the role of British nurses in colonial
locations was primarily to care for the white British patients with the people of other races
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coming second.27 In Howell’s article specifically, the repercussions that could be enforced if
nurses got too comfortable with indigenous patients was made quite clear. Howell executed this
through telling the story of a nurse who was removed from her position and was relocated into
another colony because her superiors had fears of her “going native.”28 This term means that an
individual would lose their “British civility” and would begin picking up the habits and
mannerisms of the indigenous peoples.29 This subject is looked into more in depth later in this
paper, using information found from these secondary sources and also from The Imperial
Colonist.
Throughout this paper, I focus on women who were migrating to the British colonies
from their respective homes in Britain. By using the term “Britain”, I am referring to the
grouping of England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland. The Imperial Colonist almost always referred
to the location where emigrants are originating from as Britain. Very seldom did they indicate
precisely where in Britain an emigrant was from. And so, for the purposes of this paper, I have
taken the same approach, referring to the location of origin for these female migrants as Britain,
without adding any further particulars.
The first chapter of this paper will focus on the frontier, explaining the threatening
situations that these female British emigrants faced in colonial locations, and how The Imperial
Colonist painted frontier life throughout the issues that I examined. In Chapter Two, I will
investigate the women who emigrated to work as teachers in the colonies. I will dive into the
recruitment which was often mentioned within The Imperial Colonist to encourage teachers to
work in South Africa in the years when the Anglo-Boer War was coming to a close, and then
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later when female teachers were being recruited by the boatload to emigrate to the Canadian
West to teach in small rural schools in the countryside. Finally, in Chapter Three I will look into
the recruitment of nurses to work in frontier locations such as the Canadian West, the Australian
bush, and the isolated areas of South Africa. Within my chapters, I will take note of quantitative
data but I will be focusing more on the qualitative history, illustrating the individual stories of
these female British migrants within the broader context of British female emigration and
women working in the British colonies.
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Marketing the Frontier
In the early years of the twentieth century, modes of transportation and communication
were becoming more efficient with each passing year, but to much of the population living in
Britain, the colonial frontier remained a land of intrigue and mystery. For much of the British
population, their understanding of these far-off places depended greatly upon how the British
media portrayed them. This provided British publications, like The Imperial Colonist, with a
great amount of power, as they could modify their depictions of the frontier in order to influence
the British public and further the BWEA’s goals. Depending on the reaction the people behind
The Imperial Colonist wanted to cause in the readership, they could make the frontier seem like a
beautiful, inviting land of opportunity, or a harsh, unforgiving landscape of danger and
misfortune. When conducting a close reading of The Imperial Colonist, it is evident that the
BWEA skillfully molded the frontier to encourage high numbers of emigrants to utilize their
services. They went about this by either encouraging the masses that emigration to the colonies
was an exciting and rewarding adventure, or by scaring the potential migrants who were reading
The Imperial Colonist into applying for the protection of emigration associations in order to be
shielded from the many dangers they could face on their journey.
In the early issues of The Imperial Colonist, there was a blatant focus on painting the
colonial frontiers as wonderful places, where anyone would be lucky to live, especially women
who had limited opportunities if they remained home in Britain. One letter from a woman who
had emigrated to Canada in 1904 said “My health has improved wonderfully. I now weigh 30
pounds more than I did when I left England ... The climate out here is simply delightful,
particularly during the winter months, when we have a clear, bracing air and blue sky, even
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though the thermometer stands at 40 degrees below 0.”30 This is just one example of a letter
which puts a positive spin on all aspects of living in the frontier, even when the Canadian
winter’s temperatures reached 40 below.
Between 1902 and 1914 there was a gradual shift in the tone of The Imperial Colonist’s
articles. In the second half of this time period, it was common for there to be stories about
troubles in the colonies. Among these were accounts from a group of BWEA emigrants who
were involved in a train wreck on their way to their final destination in western Canada, and
another was from a woman who got hopelessly lost in the Canadian wilderness while trying to
find her new place of work.31 It is very likely that the BWEA was using articles in The Imperial
Colonist in order to make potential emigrants see the usefulness of utilizing the BWEA’s
protective services during their voyages abroad.32 Surely no potential emigrant reading these
stories would want to face something similar without having an organization like the BWEA
there to help them in their time of need. Historians such as Chilton and Gothard have argued that
the BWEA often worked to infantilize female British emigrants in order to make them feel the
need to turn to the services of the BWEA for their own protection and these shocking stories of
horrible experiences were clearly one of the tools they used to do this.33
When the publication began to share these stories that are more honest, the image of the
weak woman who needed the protective services of the BWEA faded as well. Instead what
emerged was the profile the BWEA’s female emigrants as being fiercely strong-willed,
independent and clever. The new depictions of these women and their experiences highlighted
how these British emigrants were perfectly able to cope with their monumental lifestyle change,
“Letter From Woman in Canada,” Imperial Colonist 3:34 (October 1904): 114.
The Imperial Colonist 6:81 (September 1908): 9; Imperial Colonist 6:76 (April 1909): 8.
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and that they could overcome any intimidating dangers that they faced in their new colonial
homes. This shift in tone could have caused a detrimental decrease in applications to the BWEA
if the potential migrants reading The Imperial Colonist had become convinced by these stories
that they too would be able to adapt to any hardship in their migratory journey. This would have
surely caused them to see the BWEA’s protective services as unnecessary or overbearing, thus
the application numbers to the BWEA would plummet. Another possibility was that those
reading these stories of hardship would have been turned off the idea of migrating entirely,
choosing to remain in their familiar British homeland.
In order for the BWEA to convince their readers of the necessity of their protective
services, even after its tonal shift, The Imperial Colonist would paint horror stories that displayed
what happened to women and girls who chose to emigrate without the guidance of an association
such as the BWEA. These illustrations of misfortune could be a short few lines in the
“Emigration Notices” section at the end of each issue, describing the dangerous groups that were
seeking to lure unsuspecting women into their traps, such as members of the white slave trade or
polygamous Mormon groups.34 Other warnings would be longer stories that told of the personal
experiences of those who fell into traps of woe and misery.
The Imperial Colonist would include small notices that would warn against going straight
into an American port. Instead it would recommend going to Canada and then traveling over land
to the United States.35 In the August 1905 issue, a story was included that was sure to scare
anyone considering sailing straight to America. It told of a respectable young woman who had
traveled to America with her brother, to join her sister and brother-in-law.36 Years before as a
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child she had had a “small operation on her eye.” The article explains that this operation did not
impair her sight at all, but it is implied that to anyone looking upon her, her condition was
noticeable.37 Because of this, when she attempted to step off the ship with her brother, the
authorities allowed him to pass onto American soil but she was refused. Even when her brother
swore that he would provide for her in America and take complete responsibility for her, she was
kept at Ellis Island for over two weeks before she was placed on a rough return voyage where
“she was placed with dirty foreigners.”38 The blatant scare tactics displayed in this unfortunate
story make it clear that the people behind The Imperial Colonist were not above scaring
prospective emigrants into following their professional advice, since that was the only way to
avoid similar experiences to this poor woman’s. Not only would this story have effectively
warned against migrating directly into America, but it placed a heavy emphasis on the
importance of traveling under the protection of associations such as the BWEA. It is imaginable
that this story would have especially struck fear into prospective British emigrant readers who
were not of perfect health. The BWEA might have possibly wanted to use this story as reasoning
for their refusal to accept applicants who were not of the best physical health. Could the goal of
printing this story have been that members of the BWEA wanted to discourage the migration of
these women altogether, in order to encourage only the healthiest of the British people to
populate the colonies? By doing this, the women of the British emigration societies could strive
to do their imperial duty of keeping the colonies strong with only the healthiest immigrants to
help produce future generations that would be loyal to Britain.
Almost all female British emigrants who went to frontier locations within the British
Empire faced one common danger – loneliness. Women who immigrated into the Canadian west
37
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often found isolation and loneliness overwhelming. This was especially the case for those
women who worked as domestic help in isolated homesteads where the men would be out
working for days on end, and the women could be left in the home all by themselves day after
day if they did not have any family or friends nearby to keep them company.39 In a letter written
by one British emigrant in the Canadian Prairies, the woman explained that “the loneliness is
very tiring, sometimes for weeks at a time I have not seen another woman.”40 This threat could
significantly affect the mental wellbeing of any person, so organizations such as the Girls’
Friendly Society took it upon themselves to tour around to immigrants who had settled using
their services, simply to visit and provide company to them in their lonely homesteads.41 The
women of the BWEA took similar steps to aid their lonely emigrants by keeping touch through
writing letters and also through mailing copies of The Imperial Colonist to provide the emigrant
with a little piece of home, which would also keep them up to date on what the association had
been up to in recent times.42
With long stretches of isolation in frontier areas, interracial relations were common
aspects of the lives of the settlers because these people of other races and ethnicities were often
closer than other British immigrants. But relationships could sometimes be tense for a variety of
reasons ranging from political to cultural. At this time, indigenous populations in the colonies
were often seen as either noble warriors or apathetic individuals, but no matter what popular
opinion deemed a specific group, they were always considered inferior to the British.43 This is
displayed clearly within the issues of The Imperial Colonist where letters describing interracial
relations were common. Letters described race related experiences spanning from British
“Life on the Prairies,” Imperial Colonist 12:150 (July 1914): 153.
“Life on the Prairies,” Imperial Colonist 12:150 (July 1914): 153.
41
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migrants giving commentary about the war dances of indigenous African groups that they had
observed, female migrants explaining what it is like to work alongside African men, and other
letters describing the environment of tension that sometimes existed between the British and the
indigenous peoples in the colonies.44 Some of the most intriguing personal accounts of interracial
relations come from times of medical emergencies when people of Anglo-Saxon background had
to turn to their neighbours of a different race in search of help.45 In a letter from a woman living
in an isolated area of South Africa, we read about how her baby grew very ill, and in an act of
desperation, she asked a group of indigenous African peoples who lived close by for help. In her
letter, she explained that they had provided her with a herbal medicine made up of carrots and a
certain kind of milk in order to balance the acidity which was making her baby so ill. In her
letter, the woman exclaimed how she had been profoundly grateful and how since then she had
learned a great deal about the indigenous peoples’ medical practices which utilize roots, leaves
and a variety of berries.46 This account would have undoubtably struck many at home in Britain
as an exciting story which shed light upon the indigenous peoples living in a far-off British
colony, and could have helped the readers to get a better understanding for these people when
they would most likely know next to nothing about them.
In contrast to how the previous article might have helped the British readership see the
indigenous peoples of the colonial frontiers in a more understanding and compassionate way, the
article “Tragedy in Natal” from the July 1907 issue of The Imperial Colonist does the opposite.
The publication of this strongly worded article provides insight into how relations between
different races was a topic that was very heated at this time in Britain. Seeing how at this time,
Imperial Colonist 7:90 (June 1909); “Nursing in South Africa,” Imperial Colonist 6:70 (October 1907): 9; Mrs
Bompas, “Our Women of the North,” Imperial Colonist 83:6 (November 1908): 4.
45
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the study of anthropology was outlining more differences than similarities between races, the
fear of the stranger was running rampant.47 This story brings forth a prime example of the notion
of “us versus them” between different racial groups, and it illustrates what can happen when
these tensions explode into violence.48 This article is about the death of Mrs. McDonald who was
a well-respected woman who had acted as the secretary of the SACS in the Pietermaritzburg
branch. The article describes how her male Indian servant had assaulted a girl of colour who she
employed, and immediately after this male servant was taken to the local magistrate and fined. A
few days later, he assaulted this same girl again and when the girl ran to Mrs. McDonald’s room
to escape her tormentor, Mrs. McDonald attempted to face the raging man in order to protect the
young girl, but he swiftly murdered his mistress brutally with a “huge carving knife.” Following
this harsh image, the article goes on to praise all the good works of Mrs. McDonald throughout
her life and it explains how deeply she will be missed.49 There is no question that race is playing
a large role in how this story was told, with the people of color being depicted as either a helpless
victim or a raging murderer, while the British woman is portrayed as noble and heroic. The fact
that Mrs. McDonald was a well-known person among the emigration association community,
and nothing was known about this colonial man who was being painted as a brutal murderer, also
plays a role in this depiction of the events. Without all the sides of the story, who knows what
truly occurred in that house on the day of Mrs. McDonald’s death.
But if one looks at a later issue, specifically from February 1912, there is an article
entitled “The White Woman’s Mistake” which strives to provide advice to women living in the
colonies who have people of colour as their servants.50 It addresses how British women should
47
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treat their black servants in order to ensure that the servants have no cause to assault them.51 This
article is of immense interest, because instead of laying the blame on the colonized peoples,
which was often the British course of action, this article is written in a way that alludes to how
the actions of white women can cause the intense reactions of their black servants.52 There are
clearly racist statements in the article, which align with popular western belief of a racial
hierarchy attune to Social Darwinism that arose in the Victorian era, and was still strong in much
of western society in the early twentieth century.53 This author’s racist beliefs are clearly
showcased when they explain how a mistress must speak simply to her black servant because he
has the mentality equal to that of a child. But the overtone of this article seems to be somewhat
progressive because even though the article does have racist statements, it equally distributes the
blame between both racial parties in moments where indigenous peoples of the colonies lash out
at their British masters, not laying all the blame upon the indigenous party.54 This article aims to
instruct the British readers of The Imperial Colonist about how they should engage with servants
of different races in order to maintain superiority over them, while keeping these colonial
servants in placid, obedient states.
The thousands of women who migrated to the Canadian West faced threats ranging from
the intense weather, natural disasters, and attacks from wild animals.55 The harsh Canadian
winters were mentioned often in the letters published in The Imperial Colonist. In one letter from
a woman living on a farm in Saskatchewan, she described how most of their grain got buried
under the snow because rainy weather during the harvest caused her family to run out of time to
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get all the crops in before winter arrived.56 This misfortune was sure to affect this family
throughout the rugged winter, and these kinds of tragic stories of lasting hardships became
common occurrences within The Imperial Colonist in the later years after their shift towards
providing more honest depictions of life in the colonies.
In the Canadian West, wildfires were a settler’s worst nightmare and they were not
uncommon. In the January 1907 issue, there was an article in The Imperial Colonist titled “A
Prairie Fire” which was a firsthand account from a woman who had traveled under the
supervision of the BWEA to Alberta years before to join her brother. She described her feeling
of horror and helplessness as she stood watching the flames approach their homestead, while she
waited alone for her brother to return with help. The flames reached so close to their homestead
that she believed the worst was going to happen and she was forced to release all the animals
from the barn in order to save them from the approaching wall of fire. But at the last minute, her
brother returned with men from neighbouring farms. They swiftly worked together and plowed
ditches around the buildings to protect them from the inferno, and started smaller fires to combat
the uncontrollable blaze.57 In this story, the woman may not have overcome this threat on her
own but her courage is remarkable. Instead of fleeing with the animals that she released from the
barn, she chose to remain at the homestead, as her brother had asked her to. She stayed and
stared down the flames as they approached her home, doing what she could to help in this almost
disastrous situation.
Another account written by Mrs. Hyde Baker in Cranbrook, British Colombia details the
heartbreaking wildfire that occurred in Fernie, BC which consumed the town and reduced it to
ashes in a span of only two hours. In her letter, she explained that over 2000 people who had
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called Fernie their home were now refugees, living off of the charity of the citizens of
Cranbrook. This was a horrific event after which these people, most of whom were emigrants
from Britain, were left only with the clothes on their backs as winter was fast approaching.58 In
Chilton’s book, when she investigated this same story, she explained how it was common for
letters asking for charity to help migrants to be published in The Imperial Colonist, and this
particular letter was no different.59 Mrs. Hyde Baker was writing to the BWEA to plead for warm
clothes for these poor souls as the weather was growing colder each day.60 The reaction from the
British readers was immediate as they jumped to the aid of these unfortunate souls in this foreign
land.61 This story, paints the potential devastation that could happen to any British emigrant
migrating to frontier locations of the colonies, but also how those back in Britain were often
willing to provide money or clothing to migrants who were faced with horrible circumstances in
the colonies. Stories of woe such as this surely placed some hesitation into the minds of any
potential migrant reading it, but at least in this case, the information being published was truthful
and provided accurate facts about what life in the colonies could bring to those considering
making the journey themselves.
Wild animals were often a worry in the frontier of the Canadian West as well. A letter
from a woman in Vancouver described how a coyote came one day and stole a chicken from the
farm where she lived. All the inhabitants of the farm chased the coyote, and the farmer tried to
shoot the beast in order to save the chicken, but when he missed the spooked coyote dropped the
bird and escaped. In this instance, the inhabitants of this farm saved the chicken, which was a
precious food source for them in this isolated frontier, but the threat of coyotes always hung over
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them. The woman who penned this letter illustrates the fear that was common among those living
in rural areas when she described: “Most nights we could hear the brutes howling all around … I
long to see one close, but I don’t want to be alone.”62
In South Africa, the risks were plentiful for newly arrived immigrants. Illness was
common, as one woman in Rhodesia wrote: “I have had a few touches of fever, but only one
really bad one. I had no idea until I got here that people rarely escape it, or that it is brought on
by mosquitoes.”63 This letter dates from 1905, which is quite early on in the period that I
examined. Could it be that at this early time, the women running the BWEA were not only sugar
coating the articles they were printing in The Imperial Colonist, but they were only teaching the
migrants under their care about the positive aspects of the colony they were migrating to, leaving
out the negatives? Was it the fault of the British female emigration associations like the BWEA
that these migrants were traveling halfway around the world excessively undereducated about
what they could face upon arrival? One would imagine that an immigrant going into a location
would have some knowledge of matters essential to their survival, such as diseases like malaria,
which was a common occurrence in this area, but this letter shows that this might not have been
the case.
Through these various stories that were included within issues of The Imperial Colonist,
it is made clear that there were often many dangers involved with migrating overseas to colonial
locations that were strange and unknown to the unsuspecting female British emigrant. The
women behind The Imperial Colonist did not seem to hesitate when warping their narratives of
the frontier in order to pull on the hopes and dreams or the fears of prospective emigrants in
order to coerce them into traveling under the services of organizations such as the BWEA. The
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people running the BWEA seem to have put a great deal of importance upon keeping their
numbers as high as possible in order to maintain the appearance of usefulness and sustain their
high levels of respect within British society. Another of interest that is buried within The
Imperial Colonist, is that in the early years of the period covered in this thesis, many women
migrated to the colonies without a clear, accurate depiction of what their lives there would really
be like after their arrival. It could have been that in the earlier period, when the BWEA was only
publishing positive depictions of the frontier in The Imperial Colonist, they were similarly only
teaching prospective migrants about the positive aspects of their futures in the colonies. It is
possibly that they would leave these women completely unaware of the greater challenges they
might face in their new homes. But as time progressed, the articles began showing a more
rounded image of colonial life, covering topics ranging from interracial relationships,
unpredictable weather, and natural disasters. At this same time, behind the scenes, it appears that
the emigration associations began providing a more in-depth education about the colonial
destination to their applicants. It is not obvious what caused this shift in the style of writing
within The Imperial Colonist, or the quality of education provided by the BWEA their
applicants. But the BWEA’s increase in openness and honesty was undoubtedly appreciated by
the migrants who traveled under their services in the latter years of this period, who benefitted by
gaining a better understanding of the adventure they were signing up for in the frontier before
they arrived.
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The Educational Adventuress
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, the profession of teaching was a field that was
becoming more and more dominated by women with every passing year.64 Reasons behind this
were that women would accept lower wages than men for the same work, but also because much
of society still subscribed to the belief that women were more gentle and patient than their male
counterparts.65 This belief provided strong evidence for how they were more suitable for the
teaching profession than men. By women creating strong footholds for themselves in the
profession of teaching and proving that they were just as capable as men, they were contributing
to the progress towards gender equality, especially within the workplace. The people behind The
Imperial Colonist undoubtedly wanted the public to view the BWEA’s emigrants as selfless,
intelligent, adaptable and loyal to Britain. This profile shines clearly through The Imperial
Colonist’s depiction of women who emigrated to work as teachers.
For these British emigrants traveling halfway around the world to work as teachers, there
was always a period of culture shock, when they would have to adapt to the multitude of
differences between the colonial location they had moved to and their home back in Britain.66 It
is imaginable that a number of these women believed that all colonies under the British Empire
were more similar than different, but this was not always the case. In The Imperial Colonist,
letters from teachers often portrayed how many were surprised by their new work environments,
most likely because they had not been properly informed about their destination by the British
female emigration society they were traveling under. But the BWEA made the effort to illustrate
how many of these women were adaptable, and viewed their positions as those of empire
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builders, molding young minds and encouraging better relationships between the peoples of the
colonies and the British. These female migrants faced an uphill battle in their new homes, and
they had a mountain of responsibilities. But as the articles and letters printed in The Imperial
Colonist show, more often than not these women stepped up to the challenge, whether for the
sake of themselves, who had traveled to the colonies seeking employment in a field of work that
was overpopulated in Britain, or for the sake of the children in their classrooms, who would most
likely miss out on a proper education without their help.
In the earliest editions of The Imperial Colonist, as the Anglo-Boer War was coming to
an end, there were many articles recruiting British teachers for South Africa. But there were
obstacles for those wanting to take up these positions, as at this time most employers would not
pay for the passages of these incoming teachers, and usually the women would have to pay the
bill entirely by themselves.67 As explained in The Imperial Colonist, British female emigration
associations provided aid to these women by procuring loans which would cover all the expenses
of their travel to their employment in South Africa, and which the migrants would pay back
when they were working.68 Once the financial hurdle was resolved, women from Canada
answered this call full force, outnumbering the response from Britain, with two large groups of
women heading off to this new adventure soon after the first advertisements, with more to follow
later.69 It is unclear why Canadians jumped to respond to this need more than their British
neighbours. It could have been because the Acting Director of Education for South Africa had
toured through Canada, advertising for Canadian women to migrate to South Africa to teach.70
The fact that he decided to model the education system in his territories after that of New
67
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Brunswick could have made the Canadian teachers feel that they were more knowledgeable in
that style of teaching, and thus better suited than the British.71 It could also have been because
with many Canadian men doing their duty to Britain by serving in the Anglo-Boer War,
Canadian women felt that they had an imperial duty to help in any way they could as well.
Especially since the Anglo-Boer War had damaged South Africa’s loyalty to Britain, and anticolonial nationalism was on the rise, these Canadian women might have seen it as their mission
to try to repair it.72 As The Imperial Colonist described, “Canada’s sons have already made a
name for themselves as gallant soldiers, and Canada’s daughters will equally become
distinguished among the educators of the rising generation.”73
In the spring of 1902, The Imperial Colonist published a multitude of articles about one
of the first groups of Canadian teachers who responded to the need in South Africa, often
painting them as heroes and noble builders of the empire. Articles explain how they sailed to
England, en route to their final destination in South Africa and upon their arrival in England,
these “daughters of Canada who were going to the front in the cause of peace” were given a
friendly reception by members of the BWEA and the SACS.74 After this enjoyable time of rest
and refreshment, the Canadian teachers left their newfound British friends and continued on their
journeys to their destination in South Africa.75
Later that year, in the November 1902 issue, a letter from one of these Canadian teachers,
Miss E.E. McBurney, was published in The Imperial Colonist providing an update to the readers
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who had followed the story of this group of women.76 McBurney’s account of her experiences in
Africa was focused on only the positive aspects: “Kubusie Camp is beautifully situated in a little
hollow. There are 1000 people, 500 of whom are school children. … The children have been a
delightful surprise. Many of them know English quite well.”77 But in the later issue in April
1903, another one of the Canadian teachers working in a South African concentration camp near
Kraipan had a very different picture to paint for the readers of The Imperial Colonist. “We
started a school of 140 pupils. My class met at first on the veldt, sitting around the edge of a hole
which was left from making bricks for the school building. I sat in the center on an empty box.
Teaching here consists of talking, talking, talking from 8:30 until 1, until the throat is parched
and aching.”78 Another account explains how South African students of a particular age would
be considerably further behind in their studies than British children at the same age.79 This was
because during the Anglo-Boer War there was often very little opportunity for children to receive
any form of schooling and so they were left to make up for time missed once schooling was
established.80 Due to this, it was not uncommon for there to be students who were eighteen,
nineteen, or even twenty years of age joining classes of small children, simply to catch up on the
learning that they were robbed of during the years of conflict.81
These differing accounts of teaching in the concentration camps show how some teachers
were more accepting of the conditions than others. It would have been a staggering culture
shock, after coming from Canada where schools were usually much more established and
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modern than their counterparts in South Africa.82 But it is interesting to consider why the people
behind The Imperial Colonist chose to publish these letters that described the harshness of the
concentration camps in South Africa, especially when these camps had caused outcries from all
over the world for their brutality.83 When the BWEA found that they could not twist the story to
make the British look good in this situation because they would be contradicting how these
camps were being described in the media all around the world, they instead chose to make their
migrants look like charitable souls helping those less fortunate. They highlighted how these
women were being the kind hands of the empire in a place where the empire was being forced to
act heavy-handedly. The letter in The Imperial Colonist goes on to explain how, no matter the
hardships, these teachers would not be abandoning their South African pupils any time soon. One
of the reasons behind this was because the pay was considerably better than the teaching
positions back in Canada at this time. This encouraged most teachers to stay for a period of at
least one year or longer, but it was also implied that another reason behind the teachers
remaining in the colony was a sense of duty to help heal the bonds between the British and these
South African people.84
In later issues of The Imperial Colonist, the articles about the need for teachers shifted
away from South Africa to Western Canada where there was a steadily growing population and
an extremely limited number of teachers to educate the children.85 In this moment of need,
Canada turned to Britain for help, and specifically to British emigration associations who would
be able to assist teachers to emigrate.86 In 1908, the Canadian Deputy Minister of Education for
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Alberta visited Britain and brought this issue to the attention of the BWEA.87 He explained that
the Canadian West was in desperate need of British teachers, with at least 150 to 200 needed
annually to fill positions in schools throughout the cities and the isolated countryside.88 This
minister described the day-to-day lives of these teachers like it was a fairy tale, where they
would be highly respected members of the community and he explained that “the lady teacher
who has tact may become a kind of Queen in her sphere of influence.”89 This is just another
example of the people behind The Imperial Colonist choosing to highlight the most positive
aspects of life in the colonies in order to grab the attention and interest of any prospective
emigrant teachers reading this issue. In this article, the minister also made it clear that due to the
growing diversity of races within Canada, Canadians were searching for British teachers who
would work hard for “the preservation of British traditions and the circulation of British
ideals.”90 Women with a strong sense of imperial duty, such as the members of the BWEA,
would see this as a mission of moral duty where they would believe it was their obligation to
provide British civility to the mishmash of ethnicities that were coming together in Canada. This
sense of imperial duty could have been the driving factor in why, following this meeting, the
BWEA published articles about the need for British teachers in Canada in almost every issue of
The Imperial Colonist for years.
The main need for teachers in Canada was to fill teaching positions in the small country
schools, where children ranging from six to fifteen years old attended whenever they could be
spared from working on the farms with their families.91 One teacher who taught in a country
school in Alberta wrote in a letter to the BWEA that “there is plenty to do, as there are six
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classes and scarcely two children are at the same stage in their class. They come so irregularly
and do get behind in their books.”92 On top of being able to handle the classroom full of children
at every age, the teachers were required to be knowledgeable in a wide range of educational
topics from reading to nature study in order to provide a fully rounded education to their
students.93 The descriptions of the wide array of responsibilities expected of these emigrant
teachers in The Imperial Colonist would have supported the image the BWEA wanted to put
forth of their emigrants being intelligent, and capable women.
At this time, Canada had a reputation in the teaching world for their strict regulations
around training and requirements that teachers were expected to attain before they could be
hired.94 Newly arrived teachers were required to spend at least two weeks at a Canadian school
in order to familiarize themselves with Canadian programs and Canadian school law, and only
with the completion of this, would they receive a certificate which would allow them to work in
that province.95 This training period caused issues because, as one teacher noted, “it takes so long
to get ‘Permits’ when you arrive and so you are spending instead of earning.”96 This enforced
period of training could result in financial hardship at a time when teachers would be anxious to
pay back the British emigration societies who had given them loans to cover their travel. So this
costly period had the potential to effectively dissuade many who might have otherwise
immigrated for the position.97
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One teacher whose letter was published in The Imperial Colonist explained why the small
country schools were still struggling years after British teachers began flooding in to fill these
positions.98 She described how most teachers would only stay in the smaller rural schools for
their first year in Canada, before they moved to the larger schools in urban areas where they
would receive higher wages.99 For others, they would only remain working in the teaching
profession for a short time. This was common as at this time, teaching was often viewed as a job
that someone could easily do for a short time in order to earn money quickly, before moving on
to better opportunities.100 Another factor that created the constant demand for teachers was
marriage. Females would come over to Canada to work as teachers, but soon after they would
meet a man and get married, which would make them have to leave the profession entirely as
their focus was socially expected to shift to the wellbeing of their families.101 And so, all of these
factors came together to create Canada’s constant demand for hundreds of new teachers each
year.
The call for British teachers to emigrate to Canada was only directed at women. This was
because it was much more cost effective to hire women than men, because the women would
accept much lower wages for the same work.102 For example, in 1908, a male teacher in a public
elementary school in Canada would earn an annual salary of $514.00 while women would earn
$348.00 for the very same work.103 At this time, the number of male teachers was plummeting
more each year for a variety of reasons.104 These spanned from how employers were selecting
women over men for the teaching positions, to how men were aiming for higher level positions
98
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such as university professors that would come with higher wages and higher levels of respect
within society.105 In 1904, 22% of Canadian teachers were male, with this number dropping by
2% or more for each year that followed.106
In Canada, because of the extreme lack of teachers, it was common practice for teachers
to work at multiple small country schools when there were not enough teachers to go around.107
One female teacher in rural Ontario worked at two small schoolhouses that were about four miles
apart.108 She would wake at one school, teach there all morning, then after a quick lunch she
would walk the four mile trek to her other school where she would teach all afternoon.109 That
evening, she would sleep at this second school, then teach there in the morning before trekking
back to the former schoolhouse the next day at lunchtime.110 The many women who had to work
in similar situations would have had to complete their cross-country walks every single school
day, no matter the season or weather, and if they raised any concerns or complaints to their
superiors, it was common practice for a reduction of pay to quickly follow.111 It is not hard to
understand why these teaching positions were so difficult to fill when the teachers were expected
to work in these conditions, but it is evident that the women who did answer the call were
resilient, strong willed, and willing to take advantage of this opportunity to provide for
themselves and their families, and also to help all the children in their classrooms gain
knowledge that they might otherwise miss out on.
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In areas such as South Africa and Canada that had extreme shortages of teachers, rules
began to be bent and concessions began to be made so that positions would not remain vacant. In
Canada, the government readjusted their strict rules around training requirements for teachers in
1913, when there were 2,200,000 students and only 34,000 teachers to educate them.112 The
government announced that they would begin issuing “two year permits” to teach in the
Canadian West to those who were considered “uncertified teachers,” who did not undertake the
training period in a Canadian school upon their arrival in the Dominion.113 The Canadian
government also increased the wages for teachers in hopes of receiving more applicants willing
to fill the positions.114 In Vancouver, an elementary school teacher would begin working at £120
annually and this could increase over £216 if she remained in her position for a period of seven
years. High school teachers would begin at a wage of £264 annually and after seven years this
amount could jump to as much as £408 a year.115
In South Africa, one solution the government turned to during their immense shortage of
teachers was to train the local population to carry out the work. In 1913, there was a fascinating
letter in The Imperial Colonist that described what life was like for British women who were
teaching at colleges in South Africa that were training indigenous people to be teachers.116
Colleges such as these began to pop up when it became clear that British immigrants were not
going to be able to fill all of the teaching positions that were vacant around the colony.117 This
letter was written by a certified teacher who was on the staff of the Missionary Training College
for Native Teachers, which was run under the joint partnership of Swedish, Norwegian and
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German Lutheran missions.118 She described that there were eighty students enrolled in the
college whose ages spanned from 15 to 20 years old, and students of both sexes were accepted.
The students received two years of schooling in order to make sure their educational levels were
up to standard, and then for two additional years they were trained in how to be teachers.119
Although students of both sexes were accepted at this college, they were usually separated based
on their gender.120 The boys boarded in the main college building, and in addition to being
trained to work as teachers, they were taught lessons about gardening and field work, they ran
the farm which provided vegetables for the school and they completed construction projects for
the upkeep of the grounds. In terms of activities in their free time, it is noted in the letter that the
boys “seem to greatly enjoy football, but have no idea of cricket.”121 The girls boarded in a
separate building which was close by to where the teachers lived. Along with their educational
training, they were taught “all branches of housework”. They took turns completing tasks for two
weeks in the kitchen, then they moved to the dining room, then the bedroom and so on.122 They
also spent shifts cleaning boots, doing garden work, cleaning lamps, and completing sewing
projects. This is a unmistakable example of European and British people in positions of authority
placing their customs and socially determined gender roles upon the colonial populations of
South Africa.
Clear racist tones seep through this letter, when the writer explained how the students are
given very small amounts of free time because “natives are best and happiest when occupied.”123
She also gave a glimpse into what the experience for the students of this school was really like
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when she explained how strictly the school was run due to the administration’s belief that any
form of leniency would be taken advantage of by the students and given the chance, they would
cause mayhem. “Kind but absolutely firm treatment is the only way to succeed with them.”124
This tone makes it clear that the ladder of superiority at this particular training college was not
only separated by the titles of teacher and student, but it was also based on the belief that people
of Anglo-Saxon background were superior to the colonial natives on the ladder of racial
hierarchy. It is not far to jump to see that beliefs along the lines of Social Darwinism are at play
here. This British woman clearly was of the opinion that the South African students at this
college were below her socially, but also intellectually and culturally. Because she viewed them
as uncivilized and potentially “wild” she believed their treatment had to reflect this.
It should not be overlooked that because they believed themselves to be more civilized
and advanced, the British were taking it upon themselves to educate these native peoples on how
to properly teach. This is not the first time that the British had inserted themselves into positions
of authority in order to teach people in the colonies how they should do things.125 Often when the
British would do this, they made it seem as if they are doing it to improve the lives of colonized
peoples, but a fact that is important to not gloss over is that British people did not always leave
when the colonized peoples were seen as properly educated to carry out a position, like
teaching.126 Instead it was common that the British would remain in the colony and take up the
higher-level positions, thus stealing away the opportunity for the colonial population to climb up
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the ladder of professional advancement.127 The colonial natives were left with the lower level
jobs that paid lower wages, while the British worked in the higher level jobs as teachers for the
higher levels, as principals. The British would remain, keeping a close watch over those they
trained, and keeping them locked into their position on the social ladder, unable to climb up and
gain a status of equality.128
The Imperial Colonist was publishing articles about how the colonies were starting to
train local populations to fill teaching positions for a number of years before the aforementioned
article. In the September 1905 issue, an article implored that British teachers should immediately
rush to fill these colonial teaching positions before the practice of training the locals would strip
them of the opportunity in coming years.129 These articles are another example that show how
those behind The Imperial Colonist were pressuring prospective female emigrants to utilize their
services and voyage overseas as soon as possible to increase the British presence in these
areas.130 Their motivation with these articles in particular could have been that the imperially
minded women at the heart of these associations wanted British women to fill these positions,
not the native populations of the colonies, because they wanted to do their part to strengthen ties
to Britain in colonial locations as an act of imperialism and patriotism.
In the teaching profession, relations with people of different races and different
ethnicities were a part of everyday life. The Imperial Colonist articles explain that it had been
requested that all the British teachers going over to Canada would be able to “make themselves
agreeable to all sorts of conditions of people.”131 In Canada, a teacher wrote that in one small
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rural school in Saskatchewan, there were students who were Japanese, Chinese, German,
Russian, Swiss, and there was also one black student who was about twenty years old.132 In this
instance it was also noted that the teacher overseeing this classroom was only a year or two older
than the most mature student.133 Not only were the teachers working with children of various
ethnicities, but also there were times when their coworkers were of a different background than
them. A letter from an elementary school teacher in a country district of South Africa wrote that
she had become very good friends with her Dutch assistant.134 Since they were located in an area
that was so secluded, they spent a great deal of time together, and the British woman happily
described spending many holidays with her friend’s Dutch family “who are very kind to me.”135
After an event such as the Anglo-Boer War, the people in Britain no doubt had many
preconceived prejudices towards Dutch people, but in this particular situation in the isolated
wilderness of Africa, social pressures and expectations didn’t play as large a role. These people
simply took the time to get to know each other no matter their differing backgrounds and
discovered that they really weren’t all that different in the end.
No matter the colonial location these British female teachers traveled to, it appears that
they were usually highly valued and respected throughout the communities they worked in.136
Within the larger context, many teachers considered themselves very fortunate as they most often
were “the most privileged person in the community because they are put up in someone else’s
house and they don’t have to do any housework”.137 They usually had a good deal of time off,
with most only having to teach from 8 am to 1 pm, after which they were often kept busy with a
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wide array of social activities such as sports and dances.138 In a letter that was published in The
Imperial Colonist, a woman who had emigrated to South Africa explained how simply coming
from Britain would gain you respect within the colonies.139 She exclaimed how shocked she was
about the fact that if a person was British, they would be awarded with high levels of respect
from the indigenous peoples of the colonies.140 With publications such as The Imperial Colonist
writing about how teachers would gain such high social class and appreciation within these
colonial societies, it is easy to understand why women would be so enticed to leave the dreary,
overcrowded streets of Britain and take on the adventure of chasing a better life in the colonies.
The Imperial Colonist’s depiction of the British women who took the leap of faith and
traveled halfway around the world to fill positions as teachers displayed that there was a variety
of motives driving them. Whether it was self-betterment, a drive to strengthen allegiance within
the British Empire, or a selfless devotion to the children who would otherwise have insufficient
access to education. The stories from these female teachers proved that they were able to work in
harsh conditions for the sake of their students, some having to cover multiple rural schools
without any form of transportation other than walking, and they would do so in quiet obedience
in fear of punishment if they aired their concerns. They proved how women were able to work
with children and coworkers of a variety of ethnicities and races and they proved their
intelligence and determination through their willingness to undergo intense training upon their
arrival in places like Western Canada. These women were builders of imperial bonds, examples
of the new understanding of strong women that was rising in this time period, and many did what
they had to for the sake of themselves and their students. Within The Imperial Colonist these
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women were profiled as intelligent, adaptable, respectable, patriotic to Britain and charitable to
the less fortunate. This was a very tactical way for the British emigration associations like the
BWEA to make the public see their emigrants in this light because this was exactly the kind of
reputation they wanted to be associated with.
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Healing Hands of the Empire
British nurses at the turn of the twentieth century were constantly breaking through the
limitations which society placed upon all women, in terms of how intelligent a woman could be,
what sort of work was appropriate for a woman to do, what women were physically capable of
doing, and more. During this time, trained nurses were tirelessly fighting to gain the appreciation
for the level of medical knowledge that was required of them, and the mountain of
responsibilities that they carried while on the job.141 Within the profession, many nurses were
often faced with tensions between nurses who hailed from differing social classes.142 The women
who traveled to unfamiliar lands to work as nurses took on even more of a challenge, as is
displayed within the The Imperial Colonist. Not only were they working in this position which
demanded a great deal from them professionally, they were being thrown into completely foreign
circumstances where they would have to try to gain their footing in their new surroundings,
while running to keep up with what was being demanded of them in their workplace. The letters
and articles included within The Imperial Colonist shed light on how the women in these far
away colonial locations remained passionately attached to their British homeland. Their efforts
to bring elements of British culture into their new communities was showcased in a multitude of
issues, as the BWEA used the stories of these nurses to show the public what the daughters of the
empire they were helping to migrate were really like. These women were portrayed as the
healing hands of the empire, working to provide medical assistance to those most in need, while
also strengthening feelings of imperial allegiance in some of the most rural and cut off areas of
the British colonies.
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In the early years of the nursing profession there was a constant struggle to prove to
society that these nurses were more than average domestic workers. This issue was caused by
how the nursing profession rose out of the domestic worker profession, and for many years the
two shared many of the same duties. These women were always fighting to display the education
that was required to do this job, and how their actions were less about cleaning like a common
maid, and more about conducting life-saving measures to protect the health and wellbeing of
their patients.143
Although each nurse needed to have a strong grasp of medical knowledge for her work,
they were expected to follow the orders of a doctor – who was almost always male – at all
times.144 This was because it was understood that doctors had more knowledge and training than
the nurses, but the fact that they were usually male might play into nurses’ subordination to
them.145 The only time that it was seen as acceptable for a nurse to act without an order from a
doctor was in an emergency situation where the patient’s life hung in the balance and there was
no doctor to be found.146 Only then was it up to the nurse to act independently, swiftly, and
intelligently in order to save the life in her charge.147
In the early years of nursing, the concept of social class played a large role in the
formation of the nursing hierarchy, the echoes of which can still be seen today.148 Around the
mid-nineteenth century, women of the upper classes collectively decided to begin wearing
different uniforms from nurses of the lower class, so that society would recognize the hierarchy
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within this profession.149 Arguably the echoes of this hierarchy still exist today within the
different levels of nursing, but today this is based on the level of education acquired by the
nurses, not by their social class. Even within the different nursing positions within the medical
field there are echoes, as it is common for those working in roles such as nurse managers to be
considered above the average nurse labourer on the nursing hierarchy.150
Having access to medical care was a major issue for those living in isolated areas of the
frontier regions of the British colonies. It was acknowledged time and time again within the
pages of The Imperial Colonist how valuable medical knowledge was when immigrating to the
colonies, because in many places, hospitals were great distances away from homesteads, and
help might be unattainable in times of emergency.151 Often in these most remote areas, British
emigrants would look to each other or to the indigenous populations for help.152 In the early
years of the twentieth century in Britain, the media and the emerging study of anthropology often
made colonial indigenous populations seem to have very little in common with the British
population.153 This caused the idea of female emigrants looking to their indigenous neighbours in
their times of need during childbirth to be unfathomable and members of British society often
spoke out harshly at the idea.154 An example of this can be found in the July 1910 issue of The
Imperial Colonist, in the article entitled “Motherhood in Canada”. This strongly worded outcry
highlighted the risks of pregnant women who were far distances from any kind of medical aid.155
The author wrote about the horrific moment when a mother either would have to choose between
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attempting birth entirely on her own, thus putting both her life and her baby’s life at risk, or
“relying on the attentions of some half-breed, whose knowledge of the elementary rules of
cleanliness is less than nothing.”156 If you wade through this harsh language, the tone of fear is
evident. The fear of the “unfamiliar strangers” who were the indigenous peoples of the colonies,
the fear for the wellbeing of the “Mothers of the Empire” and the fear for the scared young
women who had nowhere else to turn.157 The desperate call for nurses to emigrate to these areas
was regularly promoted loud and clear in The Imperial Colonist not only because of the risk
posed to pregnant women in the isolated areas of the empire, but for all the people who might not
have access to medical care in their times of need. Through their advertisements and published
letters from settled nurses, the BWEA appears to the reader as the noble vessel that allowed
nurses to answer these desperate calls, helping to transport them across the world to aid the less
fortunate. This might have been precisely the reputation the BWEA was aiming for, as it would
garner them high levels of gratitude and respect from both colonial society and society at home,
which seemed to be a constant goal of theirs.
The British nurses who were considering migrating to help these people in the colonies
had to weigh their options carefully before selecting which specific colony they would choose.
The pay and living expenses usually differed substantially between their potential destinations.
In Canada in 1907, on average, trained nurses in institutional positions could earn five to twelve
pounds a month with rooms costing around two to three pounds per month.158 In South Africa,
the cost of living was much higher with boarding for nurses costing from ten to twelve pounds
per month, or there were some nursing positions where the nurse would receive six to eight
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pounds a week, with all her living expenses covered.159 But there were some opportunities in
isolated hospitals in South Africa where higher pay was offered for nurses who were willing to
work in areas where they would have higher levels of personal risk.160
It is explained multiple times in The Imperial Colonist that most places in the colonies
required applicants to have gained a medical education in a training facility or hospital, and to
have passed a variety of oral and written exams. Following this initial period of training, they
were also expected to have nursed in a hospital setting for at least three years.161 Only after the
training and the three years of working would the woman be considered a “certified” nurse.162 In
Canada, upon the nurse’s arrival in the dominion, she would have to apply for a license in the
province where she chose to live. This was required so that she could be listed upon the register
of nurses for that province and it would allow her to legally work as a nurse in that location.163
Those behind The Imperial Colonist made sure to point out to their readers that in
Canada, doctors greatly preferred nurses who were trained locally in Canada, compared to those
immigrant nurses who were coming from Britain. It was the belief that women coming from
Britain would not be prepared for the wide range of domestic duties that would be expected on
top of their nursing work in Canada, and that they would believe themselves to be overqualified
to carry out these domestic tasks.164 Due to this, it was often thought that British nurses would
bring more trouble than help.165 Articles discussing this insisted that it was important for all
nurses to build relationships with doctors and to prove their merits since the common practice
“Nursing in South Africa,” Imperial Colonist 6:70 (October 1907): 9.
“Nursing in South Africa,” Imperial Colonist 6:70 (October 1907): 9.
161
“Women in South Africa,” Imperial Colonist 7:92 (August 1909): 120; “Hospital Training in Canada for
English Women,” Imperial Colonist 11:138 (July 1913): 104.
162
“Women in South Africa,” Imperial Colonist 7:92 (August 1909): 120; “Hospital Training in Canada for
English Women,” Imperial Colonist 11:138 (July 1913): 104.
163
“Nursing in Canada,” Imperial Colonist 6:67 (July 1907): 3.
164
“Hospital Training in Canada for English Women,” Imperial Colonist 11:138 (July 1913): 104.
165
“Hospital Training in Canada for English Women,” Imperial Colonist 11:138 (July 1913): 104.
159
160

Doucette, 44

was for doctors to refer particular nurses for private nursing cases.166 This meant that the income
of private nurses would rely entirely on their ability to gain the respect of the doctors in the
community, and with one wrong comment or action they could lose their source of income
entirely. The Imperial Colonist mentions how doctors were often strict about nurses proving their
qualifications to them before they were willing to refer them to cases, as the deployment of a
poorly trained nurse would reflect badly both upon herself and the doctor.167
Nurses who were looking into working in the colonies also had the choice between
working at institutions, such as hospitals, and working on private cases.168 Both of these options
had many pros and cons. It was common for the women who were emigrating to work at medical
institutions in Canada to have their positions in the Dominion lined up before they would make
their voyage across the Atlantic, and they would go directly to work upon their arrival.169 But
articles in The Imperial Colonist make note that during this time period, attaining positions at
hospitals in urban areas in the colonies could be difficult as these were the more popular areas
for incoming nurses.170 Also, by this point, many of the colonies were training local populations
of women to fill nursing positions because the number of nurses immigrating from Britain rarely
met the high demand.171 This was also a factor which was making it sometimes difficult for
emigrants to find positions in larger hospitals in Canada. But, in 1911, as the Canadian
population was steadily rising, hospitals in the Canadian West were expanding in order to
provide room for more patients.172 In turn, this increased the demand for nurses to work in these
growing hospitals, providing more employment opportunities to emigrants where it had been
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limited in years previous.173 Throughout this time period, outside the larger urban areas, there
were smaller hospitals in Western Canadian communities that were requiring nurses.174 These
smaller hospitals were plentiful across the countryside as it was common practice that once a
region reached a population of 4000, a hospital would be built in order to provide medical
services to the community.175 But because most nurses would choose to live in urban areas over
living in the countryside, these hospitals were often understaffed and in desperate need of nurses,
with many positions available.176
Besides working in hospital settings, there was plenty of employment within the private
nursing field. Articles like “Nurses in Canada” in The Imperial Colonist explained that nurses
would procure private cases at the recommendation of physicians in an unofficial sort of fashion,
or through the provincial register from which a doctor would choose a nurse to care for a patient
in need.177 If a nurse was new to the area, and had no introductions to any of the region’s doctors,
this could make finding private cases very difficult as the unofficial method of referrals was
practiced more regularly.178 The duties of private nurses would include a variety of tasks, many
of which involved completing domestic work in the home if it was the mother of the family who
was the patient. This practice of course could be very controversial to the many nurses who were
fighting to separate their profession from the idea that they were nothing more than a common
domestic worker.179 The fees charged by private nurses would be set individually depending on
the circumstances of the case and the amount they believed the patient and their family would be
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able to pay.180 Another potential issue that nurses might have with private nursing was that often,
while on cases where the patient was in critical condition, the nurse would stay at the house for
days at a time without a private guest area in which to sleep. Because of this, nurses would often
have to sleep in the bed of one of the children, or on a chair beside the sick patient.181 When
working as a private nurse it was understood that there would be slack periods, where cases
would be hard to come by.182 But if the nurses were also trained in midwifery, this could help to
provide them with a steady income in the slower months, as many private nurses did not want
these sorts of cases.183
In some places, nurses could get positions working in circumstances even more foreign to
the nursing environments they were used to in Britain. One nurse wrote a letter that was
published in The Imperial Colonist where she explained how she worked in a “logger’s hospital”
140 miles north of Vancouver.184 This twenty-bed hospital was staffed by two nurses and one
doctor.185 She described what life was like working at the hospital and how she enjoyed meeting
the loggers, many of whom happened to also be immigrants from Britain.186 She explained how
she had accompanied the doctor to the logging camp a number of times to check in on the men
and ensure their good health. She told of how she ate with all the men in the bunkhouse and how
she enjoyed getting to have this experience.187 Many women who were nurses in Britain would
probably have been shocked or intrigued by this account of nursing in the frontier, since it was so
contradictory to the regimented style of nursing that was conducted in British hospitals.
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There was a number of British women who immigrated to frontier areas of the colonies
who were medically trained, but were not considered certified nurses.188 It is unclear if these
women were arriving in the colony completely unaware of the training requirements for nurses.
But there is the chance that some were deliberately going to these desperate colonial areas with
the full knowledge that they were not qualified, but knowing that because of the grave situation
in these areas, they wouldn’t be turned away. Nevertheless, these uncertified nurses could cause
issues in colonies like Canada. The need for nurses in isolated areas was so dire that the
government began issuing uncertified nurses short-term certificates like the three-month
maternity certificate.189 This short term certificate allowed them to legally work as nurses in
Canada in order to help the many people, especially expecting mothers, with their medical needs,
but it provided the opportunity for the government to replace these nurses if someone more
qualified arrived.190 The problem with this practice was that it would allow unqualified nurses to
fill positions that fully trained nurses coming from Britain could have otherwise filled. But at
times the numbers of trained nurses immigrating into Canada would be so low that the positions
would have to be filled by uncertified nurses.191
It is evident that there was a substantial number of these “uncertified nurses” going to
places like Canada, because in the October 1911 issue of The Imperial Colonist there was an
article entitled “The Uncertified Nurse in Canada”.192 This article sought to provide advice for
these women who may have traveled to Canada without the knowledge of the struggle they
would face to find employment. It made the Canadian government’s requirements for nurses
very clear for the readers, explaining that uncertified nurses could not be listed on the provincial
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registers of nurses, and so they would not be provided with any private work from doctors.193
The author implored any woman hoping to work as a nurse in Canada to find the appropriate
training in Britain that would be align with the Canadian rules before they migrated.194 This
article also listed possible employment that uncertified nurses might have been able to procure in
Canada.195 There were options mentioned such as working as a convalescent nurse, where
uncertified nurses could utilize their medical knowledge but also direct the convalescent home
and supervise all domestic work within that home.196 Convalescent care was a popular option for
many Canadians who knew their loved ones would not survive, and because of this they did not
want to pay the high fees for a certified nurse to care for them until the time when they passed. In
positions such as this, uncertified nurses could make from one to three pounds each week, and
this position allowed them the opportunity to create good relationships with doctors, which could
lead to referrals to more convalescent patients in the future.197 Another option mentioned for
uncertified nurses was working as domestic workers, since Canadians wanted educated women
working in these positions, and this would allow the women to begin earning wages very quickly
after their arrival in the region.198 The third option mentioned was for uncertified nurses to move
to a farm in an isolated frontier region. This was because in these areas, medical skills were
highly valuable and an uncertified nurse could use her knowledge to help others living in the area
whenever they needed medical assistance, and it could lead to her earning an income as a healer
of sorts for that local population.199
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Because of the need for people with medical knowledge within the isolated areas of the
empire, there were associations that formed with the goal of hiring nurses to circulate through
these areas, providing assistance to people living on remote homesteads, and to be close at hand
in case of emergencies.200 One of these organizations was the Victorian Order of Nurses
(VON).201 By the year 1900, 32 nurses under this organization were spread out over Canada,
helping to tend to the poor population who needed medical assistance.202 Often, nurses would
allow the VON total control over which of the British colonies they would be sent to work in.203
They mainly worked in urban areas, where there were groupings of lower-class citizens who
were unable to pay for other forms of healthcare, which could usually be quite expensive.204
They would visit the homes of patients, only charging minimal fees that they thought the patient
and their family could afford.205 With the money that was raised by the public or from federal or
provincial grants, the VON would establish cottage hospitals in outlying areas that would have
six beds. This allowed them to reach patients from the areas outside the large cities and towns.206
One prominent organization, which sent roughly 8400 British nurses to locations in the
colonies, was the Colonial Nursing Association (CNA), later renamed the Overseas Nursing
Association (ONA).207 The CNA worked closely with British emigration associations such as the
BWEA and the SACS.208 They would line up employment for nurses who applied to their
program, then the emigration association would assist these women with their travel and their
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colonial reception.209 The CNA would also encourage the nurses who worked through them to
write letters, explaining their experiences in the colonies, which were often printed in journals
such as Nursing Notes, to encourage potential nurses to apply for similar adventures.210 But,
much like the BWEA did with the early issues of The Imperial Colonist, the CNA only printed
the letters that focused on positive aspects, or they took the liberty of editing out any negativity
before publication.211
The nurses under the employment of the CNA could be assigned to work in hospitals in
various colonies.212 It was expected that these nurses were to treat the Anglo-Saxon and British
patients first, with the indigenous colonial population coming second, almost like an
afterthought.213 A fear of many British organizations, such as the CNA, was that the women
under their employ would “go native” in the colonies if they spent too much time around
members of the native population. This term means that they would lose their “British civility”
and would begin picking up the habits and mannerisms of the indigenous peoples.214 Because of
this fear, the CNA forced their nurses to comply with their rules around the separation of race:
that white people were to be treated primarily, and all nurses were to maintain respectable,
professional relationships with their colonial patients.215 Even with these strict rules, there were
instances where compassionate nurses overlooked the racist regulations they were surrounded
by, and they would strike up friendships with their colonial patients.216
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One such instance was examined in Jessica Howell’s article “Nurse Going Native:
Language and Identity in Letters from Africa and the British West Indies”.217 The nurse within
this case study, known as CC, worked as a nurse in Honduras in the early twentieth century.218
After writing a letter to the association secretary of the CNA, which described how she was
learning the native languages of the indigenous peoples so that she would be better able to care
for them, fears were raised about how CC was in great danger of “going native”.219 And so, for
her own good, she was removed from this position and transferred to a position in Uganda.220 At
first, CC’s letters showed how she missed Honduras and how she was not enjoying Africa as
much, but over time, her tone changed and she began writing affectionately about the native
patients in Uganda as well.221 Soon after these letters reached the association secretary, records
show that CC was terminated from her position with the CNA entirely.222 This example shows
the tightrope that was walked by nurses who worked under these nursing associations in the early
twentieth century, where they would have to keep their compassion in check and make sure to
follow the strict rules around race. They were expected to act in a strictly professional manner
with all patients, and if they were to cross that line in any way, the repercussions could be quite
severe, and there was a great risk to their reputation and nursing career as a whole. This is an
example where the role that race played within the nursing profession is quite clear, with the
strict rules around nurses’ treatment of indigenous peoples of the colonies clearly being driven
by the fear of these British nurses “going native”. It’s also possible that these harsh rules about
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race were made by people who wanted to maintain the social hierarchy and sustain the
understanding that the two races were not equal in any way, even in medical situations.
It is unquestionable that the biggest threat for populations living in the colonies of the
British Empire was the lack of access to healthcare in their times of need and this was reflected
in the coverage it received throughout The Imperial Colonist. Accidents, mothers giving birth,
and common illnesses created a high demand for medical personnel throughout these areas. It is
evident that emigration associations like the BWEA marketed their services to this stream of
migrating nurses, through avenues like The Imperial Colonist, in order to provide their protective
services to them, but to also keep their numbers of migrants high.223 The partnerships between
nursing and emigration associations would have been beneficial to both respective associations,
but it also would have surely allowed a smooth process for the nurses who were willing to
relocate to the colonies for work. The Imperial Colonist painted the British nurses who answered
the call as intelligent, resilient and adaptable, and it is certain that many of them were as their
profession placed a long list of expectations upon these women by the doctors or the nursing
associations they were working for.
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Conclusion
In the early years of the twentieth century, the BWEA was helping thousands of British
women to safely migrate to colonies all over the world where they would work in positions that
desperately needed to be filled.224 The association’s monthly periodical, The Imperial Colonist,
was the association’s primary tool for marketing their services to the public. The group behind
this magazine were tactical when deciding what to publish, as they knew they had the power to
influence British reader’s understanding of far off frontiers, indigenous populations, and more.
Within the period of 1902-1914, which I analyzed for the purposes of this thesis, the tone of the
publication undeniably shifted over time. In the earliest issues, the letters and articles that
referred to the frontier only offered commentary about the positive aspects of colonial life,
leaving out all negative comments completely. But gradually, The Imperial Colonist offered
more well-rounded accounts of colonial living. Though at times they were heavy handed with
their doses of harsh realities, in what appeared to be attempts to scare the prospective migrant
readers into using their services. It seems like the ultimate goal for the people behind The
Imperial Colonist was to remain relevant and useful in the eyes of British society. Within the
issues of The Imperial Colonist, the published letters from the settled emigrants seemed to bring
all the BWEA’s migrants into the same profile of the woman that the BWEA wanted the public
to associate them with. They were all strong, courageous, polite, intelligent, and adaptable. These
women not only represented the emigration association in the colonies, but they acted like
ambassadors of the British Empire. Many migrants took it upon themselves as a kind of imperial
duty to strengthen allegiances to Britain during their time in the colonies, and this was a sense of
duty they shared with emigration associations like the BWEA who prided themselves as being
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loyal imperialists.225 Some migrant women carried out this imperial duty through their
professions as nurses or teachers, but others contributed by bringing in elements of British
culture into their new communities, and raising up the next generation of colonists who would be
loyal to the empire.
The teachers who answered the call to teach in South Africa as the Anglo-Boer war came
to a close, provide insight into the amount of information that British emigration associations
were providing to emigrants before their arrivals in the colonies. Letters from teachers after they
settled into their positions teaching at the concentration camps illustrate how many were not
provided with accurate depictions of what they should expect. This led to many of the women
being shocked with the state of their work environments and the low levels of education most
children had received before their arrival.226
In the later years of The Imperial Colonist, British teachers began going to rural areas of
western Canada. This was around the same time as when the tone of the publication was shifting
towards a more honest approach, and because of this it was made clearer in the publication what
prospective teachers should expect if they decided to work in Canada. It is important to note that
it was likely that behind the scenes, as the shift was happening in The Imperial Colonist,
migrants were receiving more in-depth educations of what they could expect from the colony
they were heading towards. British emigrant teachers who went to positions in rural areas had to
work in multiple schools because there were not enough teachers to go around, and all were
expected to be comfortable teaching students of various ethnicities, races and ages, which they
might not have experienced in Britain.227 These women were faced with these obstacles and
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overcame them for the sake of the students who relied on them and in order to create better lives
for themselves within the colonies.
The women who migrated to work as nurses were in a constant battle to prove to society
that they were more than just domestic workers, while there were tensions within the profession
caused by nurses of varying classes and races.228 They wanted to show that in the actual
profession, women needed to be highly intelligent, have a wide knowledge of medical
information, and a swift and steady hand in times of emergency, when they were the only things
that stood between their patients and death.229 The nurses in Britain were used to working in
hospital-like settings, with a very set range of duties, but when they migrated to colonial areas,
they quickly realized many differences from what they were used to back at home. The Imperial
Colonist covered these differences often in their articles, whether it was meant to shock the
British reader, or it was to inform prospective migrant nurses before they traveled to the
colonies. Nurses in the colonies were expected to be adaptable to any task that might be required
of them, and they would sometimes be forced to set their pride aside and do domestic chores for
the sake of their patients and their families.230 Though this fact might have degraded the nurses
in the eyes of the British readership, The Imperial Colonist twisted the stories to make these
nurses as examples of charity and selflessness who were willing to do anything for the good of
their patients. The BWEA wouldn’t have wanted their nursing migrants to seem worse off in the
colonies than they were at home, so they chose to depict them in a way that the British
readership would admire, instead of allowing society to turn their noses up at them for these
domestic duties they had to carry out.
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The BWEA was clever to have relationships with professional organizations such as the
Colonial Nurses Association.231 It allowed them to tap into the stream of professionals traveling
all over the world to fill the multitude of vacant positions, and in turn keep their emigration
numbers high. This relationship also surely contributed to creating smooth emigration
experiences for nurses during this time, as the nursing association would find employment for
them in the colonies, while the emigration association would help them through the logistics of
their travel while providing protection from all dangers and impropriety.
The goal with this paper was to use The Imperial Colonist to gain insight into what it was
like for British women to migrate in the early twentieth century, especially those who travelled
under the protection of British emigration associations like the BWEA. This paper placed The
Imperial Colonist under a microscope and uncovered things such as the tonal shift with the
period of 1902-1914, the profile of the emigrant the BWEA wanted to build a reputation around,
and how the BWEA used this publication as a tool to influence the public’s understanding of the
colonies. Through focusing on the professional groups of teachers and nurses, I attempted to
differentiate myself from the academic work in the past that had analyzed The Imperial Colonist
with a focus more specifically on the migration of domestic workers. Because of this, I believe
that this paper provides valuable insight into British female emigration in the early twentieth
century as a whole, but also into the professional fields of nursing and teaching in the British
colonies at this time.
Aside from the fact that many of the women who travelled under the services of the
BWEA were entering into new employment, many were faced with obstacles from their new
colonial environments. Following their arrival in the colonies of their choosing, these women
“The British Women’s Emigration Association and the Colonial Nursing Association,” Imperial Colonist
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often had to overcome obstacles ranging from grueling work conditions, to natural disasters, to
having to find their way around relationships with peoples of differing races and ethnicities. But
as The Imperial Colonist illustrated, although the frontier was a place where dangers could be
plentiful, it was as much a land of opportunity and freedom that could provide a life that would
be unimaginable in overcrowded Britain. Because of this, thousands upon thousands of British
female emigrants took the leap of faith to try and create a better life for themselves and their
loved ones. These women provide strong examples for any modern woman to look to for
inspiration. Their stories deserve to be uncovered and preserved for future generations to learn of
the tenacity and courage of these women, to inspire future girls and women to take that leap of
faith, the way that so many of their ancestors did before them.
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