
The Scots-Irish

Millions of Americans have Scotch-Irish ancestors, for when this country gained its independence perhaps one out 
of every ten persons was Scotch-Irish. Few descendants among these millions, however, know much about their 
ancestors—about what the hyphenated name implies, where the original Scotch-Irishmen came from and why, or 
what part this vigorous folk played in early American history. Millions of Americans have Scotch-Irish ancestors, for 
when this country gained its independence perhaps one out of every ten persons was Scotch-Irish. Few 
descendants among these millions, however, know much about their ancestors—about what the hyphenated name 
implies, where the original Scotch-Irishmen came from and why, or what part this vigorous folk played in early 
American history.

Because the thirteen original American colonies were English, with government in English hands and the population 
predominantly from England, the tendency of our history books has been to make us see colonial history as the 
product of transplanted Englishmen. Every American child learns about Jamestown, Pilgrims and Puritans, Tidewater 
planters, landed proprietors and gentry —all English; but few schoolbooks make a child aware of the non-English 
“first Americans.” In quite recent years our attention has been insistently called to the blacks who made up one 
sixth of our first census in 1790; and the very names of German, Dutch, Portuguese Jewish, and French Huguenot 
elements tell us who these early Americans were. But who were the Scotch-Irish? Next to the English they were 
the most numerous of all colonists, with settlements from Maine to Georgia. Some historians suggest that they 
were “archetypal” Americans, in the sense that their ideals and attitudes, limitations and prepossessions, virtues and 
vices, proved to be common national characteristics of nineteenth-century Americans. If such a claim has any 
validity, the people themselves deserve to be more than a vague name.
 
 To English colonists who were their neighbors from 1717 to 1775 any idea that immigrants from northern Ireland 
might presage future American character would have been startling if not dismaying. Few of the settled colonists 
had kind words for the newcomers in those days. Pennsylvania received the largest numbers of them, and James 
Logan, secretary to the Penn family and an Irishman himself, lamented that “the settlement of five families of 
[Scotch-Irishmen] gives me more trouble than fifty of any other people.” When they continued to pour into the 
colony, Logan, fearing that the decent Quaker element might be submerged, fumed: “It is strange that they thus 
crowd where they are not wanted.” Cotton Mather in Massachusetts was more forthright; he fulminated against 
their presence as one of “the formidable attempts of Satan and his Sons to Unsettle us.” On the eve of the 
Revolution a loyal English colonist declared the Scotch-Irish to be, with few exceptions, “the most God-provoking 
democrats on this side of Hell.” Such initial hostility toward a wave of foreigners was to become commonplace 
during the next century, when America received some thirty million immigrants from Europe. By comparison with 
these late-comers, however, the Scotch-Irish were fortunate, since they experienced active hostility for only a brief 
time. Practically all of them pushed as quickly as possible to the cheap lands of the back country, where, out of sight, 
they no longer offended the sensibilities of English colonists by their “oddities.”

In many ways the Scotch-Irish pioneers were indeed an augury of Americans-to-be. They were probably the first 
settlers to identify themselves as Americans—not as Pennsylvanians or Virginians or citizens of some other colony, 
nor as Englishmen or Germans or any European nationality. Their daily experience of living on the outer fringe of 
settlement, of making small farms in the forests, of facing the danger of Indian attack and fighting back, called for 
qualities of self-reliance, ingenuity, and improvisation that Americans have ranked high as virtues. They were 
inaugurators of the heroic myth of the winning of the West that was to dominate our nineteenthcentury history. 
Their Presbyterian Church, with its tradition of formality in worship and its insistence upon an educated ministry, 
was the first denomination to make tentative, if reluctant, adjustments to the realities of frontier life. Social mixing 
and intermarriage with their neighbors, irrespective of national background, made any such qualifier as Scotch-Irish 
(or northern Irish or Ulsterman) disappear within a generation.

When the Revolutionary War came, Scotch-Irishmen were the most whole hearted supporters of the American 
cause in each of the thirteen colonies. If before 1775 they were still regarded as aliens and immigrants, their zeal as 
patriots and soldiers changed all that. At home and abroad they were credited with playing a vital part in the 
struggle for independence. A Hessian captain wrote in 1778, “Call this war by whatever name you may, only call it 
not an American rebellion; it is nothing more or less than a Scotch Irish Presbyterian rebellion.” King George was 
reported to have characterized the Revolution as “a Presbyterian war,” and Horace Walpole told Parliament that 



“there is no use crying about it. Cousin America has run off with a Presbyterian parson, and that is the end of it.” A 
representative of Lord Dartmouth wrote from New York in 1776 that “Presbyterianism is really at the Bottom of 
this whole Conspiracy, has supplied it with Vigour, and will never rest, till something is decided upon it.” Such 
testimony to enthusiasm for the American cause was not given to any other group of immigrants. Upon the 
conclusion of the war, when the great Ohio and Mississippi valleys were opened up and the rush westward began, 
sons and daughters of the original Scotch-Irishmen led the way across the mountains to the new frontiers. 
Theodore Roosevelt is not the only historian who suggests that the institutions, attitudes, and characteristics of 
these trans-Allegheny pioneers constituted the practical middle ground into which the diversities of easterners and 
southerners might merge into something new—American culture.

The hyphenated term “Scotch-Irish” is an Americanism, generally unknown in Scotland and Ireland and rarely used 
by British historians. In American usage it refers to people of Scottish descent who, having lived for a time in the 
north of Ireland, migrated in considerable numbers to the American colonies during the half century before the 
Revolutionary War. Perhaps 250,000 of them actually crossed the sea to America, and they bred rapidly; their sons, 
like later arrivals from Ulster, constantly extended settlements westward to the Appalachians. The mountains then 
sent the flow of newcomers north and especially south from Pennsylvania until they constituted a dominant 
element in many colonies.

The people who began to come to America in 1717 were not Scots, and certainly they were not Irish: already they 
were Scotch-Irish, even though this name was rarely given them. The hyphen bespeaks two centuries of historical 
events, many of them tragic (“dark and drublie” was the Scottish phrase), some of them heroic. The ancestors of 
these people had come, in the century after 1610, from the Lowlands of Scotland across the twentymile channel to 
the northern province of Ireland (Ulster) as a result of a political experiment undertaken by England. It was called 
the Plantation of Ulster, and it was simply one of England’s many attempts to solve “the Irish problem.”

For five centuries, ever since the time of Henry II (1133–89), England had tried to rule Ireland, but the Irish refused 
to become docile subjects. Their resistance was intensified into bitterness when England became Protestant and 
tried to extirpate the Roman Catholic religion in Ireland. Finally, in Queen Elizabeth’s closing years, Irish earls in the 
north, after a desperate struggle, were defeated and exiled, and the Crown confiscated all their lands. James I, who 
followed Elizabeth in 1603, proposed (at the suggestion of Edmund Spenser and others of his counsellors) to settle 
this region with loyal English and Scottish Protestants who, in return for cheap land, would keep the Irish under 
control. Since the king had been James VI of Scotland before succeeding to the English crown, he was successful in 
persuading thousands of his Scottish subjects to cross to Ulster and start a new life there under advantageous 
economic circumstances.

Only a vivid modern imagination can conceive the squalor, indeed the near savagery, of the northern Irish counties 
around 1600. Queen Elizabeth called the inhabitants “the wild Irish.” She and her advisers looked upon them much 
as Victorians did African natives and other “lesser breeds without the law.” These Irishmen had no cities, no 
education, no refinements; they lived from hand to mouth at a primitive level (maintained, of course, by centuries of 
guerrilla fighting against the English). Their Catholic religion, a patriotic rallying point and a blessed solace, had 
acquired many elements of magic and superstition. Almost utter demoralization had ensued upon the defeat and 
exile of their leaders in the 1590’s.

The Scots who were invited (along with English Protestants) by King James to settle Ulster and subdue its natives 
were thus the first Scotch-Irishmen. They came from the Lowlands, that region nearest the English border and 
longest in contact with English ways, language, and ideas. They were not the romantic Highland figures of Scott’s 
novels. They were not clansmen who wore kilts and who marched, complete with dirk, sporran, brooch, and bonnet, 
to the skirling of bagpipes in the glens. On the contrary, they were farmers who eked out a bare living on thin soil 
as tenants of a laird. Three words best characterize them: they were poor, Presbyterian, and pertinacious.

Their farming methods were primitive. Crops were not rotated, and the yield was meager; starvation was always 
imminent in the long winters, for both man and beast. King James’s offer of a new start in Ireland on larger farms 
whose land had lain fallow was, therefore, very appealing, all the more because lairds in the Lowlands had recently 
demanded higher rents and contracts that made farmers feel a loss of traditional rights and dignity. The first 
Scotsmen to pioneer in Ulster succeeded well enough to allure other thousands of Lowlanders, and when, in mid-
century, troubles arose with the English king and his church, the exodus increased. The new Ulstermen ran the 
gamut of character, as pioneers do. Their motives for migration—desire for a better living, escape from problems 
and debts—indicate ambition and initiative. Some of the adventurers proved to be shiftless; others had qualities 



needing only opportunity to bring them to full flower. Most of the “planters” took their families with them, thus 
proclaiming their intention to stay and establish themselves. Socially, they were generally humble folk (aristocrats 
rarely migrate), but with tenacious qualities indispensable for pioneers.

They were Presbyterians to a man, and Scottish Presbyterianism was unique in its intensity, even in those religious 
days. The Reformation in Scotland, led by John Knox, had achieved immediate and almost universal success among 
Lowlanders. Their Calvinist “kirk” became the Church of Scotland, a nationalist symbol for the people, who 
supported it all the more loyally because of the initial struggle against “popery” and the subsequent resistance 
against royal efforts to make it Anglican. A notable aspect of the Reformation in Scotland was the enthusiastic 
commitment of the people to education, not only for ministers but also for laymen. It was as if a dormant ideal had 
suddenly and permanently come to flower. The highest aspiration of a Lowland family was that a son might attend a 
university and become a minister or dominie. The passion for education carried over to northern Ireland and to 
America, with far-reaching results in the colonies. It is likely that the quality of the Lowlanders that made the king 
most hopeful of their success in the Ulster Plantation was their well-known stubbornness and dourness (“dour” 
and “durable” are linguistically related). He counted on these traits to hold them in Ulster even when things went 
badly, and to make them keep the “wild Irish” in tow, and his confidence proved justified. Had not an elder of the 
kirk besought the Lord that he might always be right, “for Thou knowest, Lord, that I am unco’ hard to turn”?

In the century between 1610 and 1717 perhaps as many as one hundred thousand Lowlanders came across from 
Scotland, and by the latter date there were some five Scots to every three Irishmen and one Englishman in Ulster. 
The English planters represented the Establishment: high civil officials, Anglican churchmen, businessmen, and the 
Army; but the preponderant Scots set the tone of the new culture of northern Ireland. It is a culture that, as the 
recent troubles there have painfully shown, is still self-consciously different from that of the rest of the island. The 
Ulster experience was a fitting preparation for pioneering in America. The farmers had constantly to be on guard 
against native Irish uprisings. Agricultural methods decidedly improved under English example. Feudalism, which still 
existed in Scotland, simply disappeared in Ulster, for farmers were no longer subject to an overlord or attached to 
one locality. The Presbyterian Church, with its members “straitly” watched over and disciplined by the session of 
each parish kirk, stiffened the moral fiber of the people, and with its own presbyteries, not subject to the Scottish 
Kirk, gave the members experience in self-government.

In one respect, however, the Scotch-Irish seemed to be deficient. The Renaissance did not reach Scotland until the 
eighteenth century, many years after the Lowlanders had left. From the moment of their arrival in northern Ireland 
comment was made by Englishmen on the apparently complete lack of aesthetic sensibility on the part of these 
Scots. As one observer remarked, if a Scotsman in Ulster “builds a cottage, it is a prison in miniature; if he has a 
lawn, it is only grass; the fence of his grounds is a stone wall, seldom a hedge. He has a sluggish imagination: it may 
be awakened by the gloomy or terrific, but seldom revels in the beautiful.” The same limitations apparently 
characterized the Scotch-Irish in America. In the very decades when at last the Ulster Plantation seemed to be 
achieving its purpose, with the Irish subdued, Protestantism dominant, English rule secured, and prosperity 
imminent, the great migration to America got under way. As usually happens when thousands of people undertake 
so hazardous an enterprise as crossing an ocean to find a new home, there was both a push from the old country 
and a pull from the new. Paradoxically, Ulster’s growing prosperity was one cause of the first wave of migration. A 
lucrative woolen and linen industry, developing since the logo’s, alarmed the English Parliament and led to the 
passage of a series of crippling protective acts whose results were resentment on the part of Ulstermen, economic 
depression, and recurrent unemployment. A second cause touched men personally and turned many thoughts to 
migration: this was the hated practice of rack-renting. The term referred to a landlord’s raising rent when a long 
lease on his land expired—and in the decade after 1710 hundreds of leases came up for renewal. To us, such a 
practice seems normal; but Ulster farmers felt it to be a violation of tradition, a moral injury, because a tenant was 
treated impersonally. If the farmer could not or would not pay the higher rent, he had only two practical 
alternatives: a return to the poverty of Scotland, or migration to the New World.

Still other causes stimulated emigration. Six years in succession after 1714 brought dire drought, with depression in 
the flax industry and soaring costs of food. In 1716 sheep were afflicted with a destructive disease; severe frosts 
throughout the decade discouraged farmers; a smallpox epidemic scourged Ulster. In addition there was a goad 
from the Anglican religious establishment. Deserting the tolerant policy of William III, the High Church party, 
ascendant during the reign of Queen Anne (1702–14), secured the passage of a Test Act, requiring all officeholders 
in Ireland to take the sacrament according to prescriptions of the Church of England. Although aimed at Irish 
Catholics, the weight of this requirement fell heavily upon substantial Presbyterians who held magistracies and 
other civil posts. By extension, Presbyterian ministers could no longer perform legal marriages or even bury the 



dead, nor could “dissenters” teach school. This unwise law, though not everywhere rigidly enforced, caused 
resentment among the stubborn Scots, intensified by the fact that they had been loyal to the Crown and had 
proved a bulwark of defense against the rampageous Irish.

For all these reasons some five thousand Ulster Scots went to America in 1717 and 1718. After that initial 
migration, the pull of America began to exert more effect than the push from northern Ireland. Reports coming 
from the colonies were highly favorable, especially from Pennsylvania. Land was cheap and plentiful, authorities were 
well disposed, the soil was fertile beyond all imagination, and opportunities were boundless. Only two drawbacks 
loomed: the perils of an ocean crossing, and the expense of the passage. The former was very real in those days; but 
optimism persuaded young people that the nightmare of several weeks on a tiny, overcrowded ship, with much 
illness, was rarely fatal and that grim memories would soon fade. As for passage money, the practice of indenture 
had long been a familiar device. Few who had made up their minds to go would be deterred by having to work for a 
master in America for a period of years to pay off their passage fee, for then came freedom and a new life in a 
country which, according to some, resembled paradise. Five great waves brought a quarter million Ulster Scots to 
America, turned them into Scotch-Irish Americans, depressed the economy of Ulster, and depopulated parts of that 
province. The tides ebbed and flowed partly with conditions in Ulster, partly with upsurges of what was called 
migration fever. The chief waves were those of 1717–18, 1725–29, 1740–41, 1754–55, and 1771–75; and each 
benefited particular colonies. The first two helped fill up the back country of Pennsylvania and soon began spilling 
over into the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. The third further peopled the Shenandoah Valley and spread into the 
piedmont and upcountry of North Carolina. That colony and South Carolina drew most of the people in the fourth 
wave, while the final group, coming just before the Revolutionary War, spread out widely from New York to 
Georgia.

Two facts about the migration are significant for American history. First, there was almost no further influx from 
northern Ireland after the Revolutionary War; thus, there was no addition to the Scotch-Irish element from abroad 
nor any inducement to maintain sentimental ties or a “national” identity with a country ruled by England. Second, 
the concentration of ScotchIrishmen in the geographically central colonies of Pennsylvania and Virginia made a kind 
of reservoir from which the people spread north and south through all other colonies; moreover, their farms just 
east of the Alleghenies were nearest the Great West when that vast territory opened up after 1783. Scotch-
Irishmen were thus the vanguard of the trans-Allegheny pioneers. It has already been observed that no other 
immigrants were so patriotically unanimous in support of the American cause as the Scotch-Irish. One group of 
patriotic settlers in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, drew up a set of resolutions on May 20, 1775, declaring 
the people of that county free and independent of the British Crown. This predominantly Scotch-Irish assemblage 
thus anticipated by more than a year the Declaration of Independence. The Revolutionary War might not have been 
won without Scotch-Irish fighting men.

With independence gained, the Scotch-Irish almost everywhere exerted a unifying, an American, influence, favoring a 
central government of truly united states. The very fact of their recent arrival in the country and their spread 
through all thirteen colonies had prevented the growth of strong ties to a particular colony and therefore of an 
insistent demand for states’ rights. In Pennsylvania and Virginia support by the Scotch-Irish may have been decisive 
in shaping state constitutions that were extraordinarily liberal for the times. In Pennsylvania power was wrested 
from the Philadelphia Quakers and given to the majority of the people, thanks to the combined efforts of Scotch-
Irish, German, and non-Quaker English settlers in the western regions. In Virginia also, the ScotchIrish of the 
Shenandoah Valley strongly supported a constitution remarkable for its break with tradition—one that abolished 
quitrents, entails, primogeniture, and the slave trade, and guaranteed religious liberty. (It must be noted, however, 
that leadership for all these liberal measures came from Jefferson, Madison, and other Enerlish Virginians.)

A professor of sociology at Washington and Lee University, Dr. James G. Leyburn is the author of 
several books, including The ScotchIrish: A Social History , published by the University of North 
Carolina Press in 1962, from which this article is adapted.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 


