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The story of  Irish linen is intimately connected with the story of  Irish emigration. About 10 mil-
lion emigrants, over the preceding four centuries, left Ireland to make new homes throughout the 
world, especially in the United States and Canada, Britain, South Africa, Australia, and New Zea-

land. Within the context of  this vast scattering, the worldwide spread of  Irish linen took place. Today about 
70 million people outside Ireland claim a connection, as emigrants or descendants of  emigrants, with the 
island and its 5.5 million people. It should go without saying that this huge global grouping includes those 
who are Australian, Canadian, British, or American in terms of  loyalty to a state and Catholic, Presbyterian, 
Anglican, Methodist, Baptist, Agnostic, or other in terms of  religious identity. What connects them is a 
sense of  being—even in a secondary way—of Ireland.1 Together they form, like linen, the ocean-spanning 
fabric of  the Irish diaspora. The making of  the modern Irish diaspora can be traced over the past four 
hundred years, century by century, through the number of  emigrants from Ireland, bearing in mind that in 
most cases the Wgures oVered can only be rough estimates because of  the fragmentary nature of  the surviv-
ing historical evidence.2

During the seventeenth century, there was immigration to Ireland of  about 260,000 settlers from the island 
of  Britain and emigration of  about 130,000. These numbers may seem relatively small, the total of  emigra-
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 Introduction

tion for the whole century being less than that of  single years of  the Great Famine (1845–51). However, given 
that the population of  Ireland in the seventeenth century was about 2 million (as compared with over 8 
million at the time of  the famine), the emigration of  130,000 represented about 6 percent of  the population. 
Most of  these Irish emigrants (about 90,000) moved to continental Europe. Mostly they were military 
migrants, leaving in particularly large numbers after the military reverses of  1601, the early 1650s, and 1691. 
In the second half  of  the century, the British Caribbean became a signiWcant destination for about 30,000 
emigrants. Over the whole century, about 10,000 people (some of  them returning settlers) continued the 
long-established tradition of  movement from Ireland to Britain.

In the eighteenth century, there was much less immigration and much more emigration. The island’s popula-
tion had grown slowly to about 2.4 million by 1750, but there was emigration of  about 265,000, so the emi-
gration rate had increased to about 11 percent. North America had become the main emigration destination; 
about 110,000 emigrants crossed the Atlantic from Ireland in the decades before the American Revolution 
(1775–81), with a further 40,000 crossing between 1782 and 1800, making a total of  about 150,000 emigrants 
for the whole century. About 60 percent of  these emigrants were from the northern province of  Ulster, and 
at least two-thirds of  these were Presbyterians with Scottish ancestors (who had been part of  the immigrant 
stream to Ireland in the previous century). Migration to Europe remained strong, particularly in the Wrst 
half  of  the century and particularly by Irish Catholics from the southeastern counties. About 60,000 in 
total left for the continental mainland, attracted by opportunities for military service, education, and trade. 
About 50,000 moved to Britain. And with the start of  convict transportation in the 1790s, about 5,000 Irish 
people were moved to Australia.

The nineteenth century saw the greatest numbers by far of  people emigrating from Ireland. Over the whole 
century, the total number of  emigrants was almost 7 million. Given the midcentury population of  8,175,124, 
the emigration rate was about 85 percent (compared with about 6 percent and 11 percent in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries). North America remained the dominant destination with a staggering 5 million 
emigrants crossing the Atlantic between 1800 and 1900. The great majority settled in the United States. In 
the Wrst half  of  the century, about 400,000 of  these settled in British North America (which later became 
Canada). The second most important destination was Britain, which probably received about 1.5 million 
emigrants. As continental Europe declined as a destination for emigrants from Ireland, Britain’s colonies 
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became increasingly important. During the century, about 350,000 moved to Australia, about 80,000 moved 
to New Zealand, and about 15,000 moved to South Africa. The only non-English-speaking country to re-
ceive large numbers of  emigrants from Ireland was Argentina, which had close trading links with Britain; 
about 30,000 moved there.

Over the whole century, the total number of  people emigrating from the island of  Ireland, north and south, 
was about 2.5 million. Given the much smaller total population in 1951 of  4,331,514, the emigration rate was 
about 56 percent (compared with 6 percent, 11 percent, and 85 percent in the preceding three centuries). 
Britain replaced North America as the dominant destination in the late 1920s; about 1.2 million immigrated 
to Britain. About 1.1 million immigrated to North America, with more than two-thirds of  these departing 
before 1930. About 150,000 went to other overseas destinations. Following the accession of  the Republic of  
Ireland to the European Economic Community in 1973, there has been a reemergence of  emigration to 
continental Europe. By the end of  the twentieth century, Ireland had become again, for the Wrst time since 
the seventeenth century, a country of  net immigration.

Thus we arrive at a total Wgure of  about 10 million emigrating from Ireland over four centuries. This was 
extremely signiWcant in the broader European context: between 1821 and 1914, about 44 million people emi-
grated from Europe worldwide, of  whom about 6 million were emigrants from Ireland.3 No other Euro-
pean country has been so profoundly aVected by emigration, and two features of  Irish emigration tend to 
set it apart. In the emigrant stream from most European countries, there were more males than females, and 
about 3 in 10 eventually returned; in the emigrant stream from Ireland, by contrast, the numbers of  males 
and females were more or less evenly balanced, and only about 1 in 10 ever returned. That so few returned 
and so many married within their ethnic group largely accounts for the 70 million people scattered around 
the world today who claim a connection with Ireland.
 In writing about the “exodus” to North America, Kerby Miller has pointed to the importance of  
distinguishing between “emigrants and exiles”—between those who left to take advantage of  new oppor-
tunities and those who left because they had no choice but to leave.4 As linen was moved around the world 
by the linen trade, so too were people (and exiles) moved by the emigrant trade.5 Various other writers have 
suggested that it may be helpful to think metaphorically about the Irish worldwide as a scattering, an em-
pire, or a jewel. The image of  Irish emigrants as a scattering, which is taken from the root meaning of  the 
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