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Jane Groom and the Deaf Colonists: empire, emigration and the agency of disabled people in the 

late nineteenth-century British Empire
1
  

 

In 1884, an article appeared in the Canadian press rĞƉŽƌƚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƐŽŵĞ ĂůĂƌŵ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŝt appears that 

there is in England somewhere, a Miss Groom who thinks she is doing a good work by purchasing a 

quarter section of land (640 acres) in the North West and settling a colony of fifty deaf mutes upon 

ŝƚ͕ ƚŽ ďĞŐŝŶ ǁŝƚŚ͛͘2
 TŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶǇ ŽĨ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞƐ͛ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁƐƉĂƉĞƌƐ referred was an emigration 

scheme, devised by Jane Groom, a deaf woman, which envisaged a successful re-location of white 

working-class deaf people from England to the Ojibwe, Cree, Dene, Sioux, Mandan, and Assiniboine 

lands of Manitoba: a solution, as she saw it, to impoverished living conditions and discrimination 

against deaf workers back in Britain.
3
 Such a scheme was considered by the newspaper to be 

ludicrous. The idea of deaf people organising in their own right does not seem to have been 

considered ʹ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŵƵƐƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ͚ĚƵŵƉĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƐŚĞĚƐ͛ ďǇ 
a metropolitan Government anxious to get rid of them, or organised by a misguided philanthropist 

they (mistakenly) assumed was hearing. The arrival of deaf people was at best undesirable and at 

ǁŽƌƐƚ ĨƌŝŐŚƚĞŶŝŶŐ͘ CĂŶĂĚĂ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ǁĂŶƚ Ă ĐŽůŽŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď͕͛ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ͘ NĞŝƚŚĞƌ͕ Ă 
ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŶĞǁƐƉĂƉĞƌ ŝƌŽŶŝĐĂůůǇ ƌĞŵĂƌŬĞĚ͕ ĚŝĚ ŝƚ ǁĂŶƚ Ă ĐŽůŽŶǇ ŽĨ ͚ŽŶĞ-armed or cross-ĞǇĞĚ ŵĞŶ͖͛ 
each would be equally doomed to failure.

4
  

IĨ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ǁĂƐ ƐŚŽĐŬŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϴϴϬƐ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ Ɛƚŝůů ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŽĚĂǇ͘ DŝƐĂďůĞĚ 
people have long been marginalised from historical research, and we know little of the vibrant deaf 

culture that motivated Groom or that would have made a self-organised deaf community either 

ĂƉƉĞĂůŝŶŐ Žƌ ĨĞĂƐŝďůĞ͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŽŽ ŐŚĞƚƚŽŝƐĞĚ͕ ĨŝĞůĚ ŽĨ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŽŶ ͚DŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ HŝƐƚŽƌǇ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ 
wave of work has necessarily focused on the oppression of disabled people, particularly through 

institutionalisation, not resistance or transatlantic endeavour.
5
 Recovering the  life of Jane Groom, 

which is the primary aim of this article, enables us, first, to think about disabled activism and agency 

in a global arena: her actions were widely discussed both in the British Empire and in the US, and 

these were actions that she made as a disabled person because, not in spite, of her disability. Jane 

GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ ĂŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ĂĚǀŽĐĂĐǇ ĂŶĚ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐŵ ŝŶ Ă ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ĨĞǁ ĚĞƚĂŝůƐ ĂďŽƵƚ 
disabled figures, female ones still less. It also reveals a thriving deaf community which merits 

attention as a distinct social group. Secondly, it allows us to think about the way in which disability 

connected with wider concerns: with, for example, the philanthropic milieu in late Victorian London, 

nineteenth-century anxieties about the body, and issues of emigration and settlement. Thirdly, it 

helps us to think about the relationships between different kinds of colonising practice within the 

British Empire. 

Unlike race and gender, which are staples of postcolonial analysis, disability is not generally included 

in discussions of the British Empire. But disability studies theorists have argued powerfully that 

disabled people have been oppressed in a manner akin to other forms of colonisation. Harlan Lane, 

for example, has compared the position occupied by deaf people in western Europe and North 

America to that of Africans colonised by European powers, arguing that both suffer the ͚ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů 
subjugation of a disempowered people, the imposition of alien language and mores, and the 

ƌĞŐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ ďĞŚĂůĨ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝǌĞƌ͛Ɛ ŐŽĂůƐ͛.6
 In a similar vein, Paddy Ladd has 

discussed four kinds of colonisation to which the deaf have been subjected: economic, welfare, 

linguistic and cultural.
7
 Elsewhere, I too have argued that, although there were many important 

ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƌĂĐŝĂů ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ ĂŶĚ ŽĨ ͚ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͕ 
they were part and parcel of the same ableist process which othered all bodies that differed from 

the able-bodied, white, young male.
8
 Part of the story I wish to tell about deafness here is about the 
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oppression of disabled people in Britain, which may well be considered colonial. But what is also 

interesting in the case of Jane Groom is the opportunity to approach these intersections from a 

different perspective. To think not just about how disabled people were oppressed by colonial 

endeavour, but also how they participated and benefited from the practice of Empire. Whilst this is 

an uncomfortable story, it is one that must also be told if the agency of disabled people during a 

period when Britain was at the heart of a global empire, is to be restored.   

 

[Figure One: Jane Elizabeth Groom] 
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Jane Elizabeth Groom and the Deaf Community in C19 Britain 

Jane Groom was born in 1839 near Loppington, Shropshire, of a middle-class but, in financial terms, 

relatively humble, family. Her father was a land surveyor and estate agent and her mother 

descended from a family of some local reputation.
9
 Groom was deaf from birth and so were one of 

her sisters and a cousin.
10

 A conscientious follower of the potent debate about first cousin marriage 

and a reader of late nineteenth-ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĚĞŵŶŝŶŐ ͚ĐŽŶƐĂŶŐƵŝŶĞŽƵƐ͛ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ĂƐ Ă ĐĂƵƐĞ 
of impairment, she understood this high family incidence of deafness to be the result of the 

marriage between her great-ŐƌĂŶĚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐŽƵƐŝŶƐ͘ ͚AĨƚĞƌ ŵŽƐƚ ĐĂƌĞĨƵů ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ 
during many years into the causes of blindness and imbecility in some instances, or of deafness and 

ĚƵŵďŶĞƐƐ ŝŶ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͕͛ ƐŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŝŶ ϭϴϴϰ͕ ͚I Ăŵ ŽĨ ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞƐ ŽĨ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐŽƵƐŝŶƐ ĂƌĞ ƚŚĞ 
primary causes of the afflictions; even marriages in the second generation are equally to be 

deprecated, and such marriageƐ ĂƌĞ ŐƌĞĂƚ ĞǀŝůƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĂǀŽŝĚĞĚ͛͘11
  

Whilst reading uncomfortably for contemporary Deaf activists, who argue that the difference of 

deafness is something to be celebrated rather than avoided, it was hardly surprising that Groom saw 

consanguineous marriages and, by implication, the impairments they were believed to cause, as 

͚ĞǀŝůƐ͛ ƚŽ ďĞ ƉƌĞǀĞŶƚĞĚ͘ DĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ͕ ŝŶ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ-century Britain, had become a highly stigmatised 

position.
12

  Biblical teachings set a precedent for considering disability a deviant if somewhat 

ambivalent condition. Leviticus linked disability with impurity, whilst the Gospels presented the deaf 

(like the blind and the leprosy sufferer) as pitiable yet spiritually salvageable if the physical 

impairment could be removed.
13

 FollowinŐ ƚŚĞ ‘ĞĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ 
WŽƌĚ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƉŽƐĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ǁĂƐ ŵĂƌŬĞĚ ŵŽƌĞ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ͘14

 The deaf child is 

͚ƚŚƌŽǁŶ Ăƚ ŽŶĐĞ ƚŽ ĂŶ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ŝŵŵĞĂƐƵƌĂďůĞ ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĨƌŽŵ Ăůů ŽƚŚĞƌ ŵĞŶ͕͛ ǁƌŽƚĞ CŚĂƌůĞƐ OƌƉĞŶ͕ ƚŚĞ 
Secretary to the Deaf and Dumb Institution at Claremont in Dublin, ͚ŝŶĨĞƌŝŽƌ ŝŵŵĞŶƐĞůǇ ƚŽ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ 
should be his equals, dependent entirely ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĂďŽƵƚ Śŝŵ͕͛ ͚wholly ignorant of HIM͛ ĂŶĚ ůŝǀŝŶŐ 

͚without the hopes and prospects and consolation of religion͛.15
 During the Enlightenment, the 

ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ǁĂƐ Ă ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽƵůĚ ĂŶĚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ͚ĐƵƌĞĚ͛ ůĞĚ ƚŽ ŝƚƐ 
equation with medical and physical otherness.

16
 In the nineteenth century, comparisons with the 

͚ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ŽĨ EŵƉŝƌĞ ƵŶĚĞƌůŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ůĂďĞůůĞĚ ͚ŚĞĂƚŚĞŶ͛ ĂŶĚ͕ ŝŶ 
ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ŽĨ DĂƌǁŝŶŝĂŶ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͕ ƐŝŐŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ƵƐĞƌƐ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŽ ĨŽƌŵ Ă ͚ŵŝƐƐŝŶŐ 
ůŝŶŬ͛ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ŚƵŵĂŶƐ ĂŶĚ ĂŶŝŵĂůƐ͘17

 

Concerns about the deaf intersected with other issues. Disability has a complicated relationship with 

gender affecting as it does constructions of beauty, sexuality and reproduction. Deaf, people, like 

other disabled people were most readily accepted into Victorian discourse as asexual, childlike 

figures. But this was interwoven with a concern that deaf people were, in fact, sexually active. Deaf 

women, in particular, were linked with elicit sexuality (explained, in a paternalistic discourse through 

their apparent incomprehension of Christian teachings) and there were numerous representations 

ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ǁŽŵĞŶ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŽĨ ŝůůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂƚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͘ TŚĞŝƌ ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ ƚŽ ĐŽŵƉůǇ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƉƌŽƉĞƌ͛ ŐĞŶĚĞƌ 
roles was extended into a critique of their capacity to mother their children sufficiently and such 

women were frequently depicted as lacking, maternally.
18

 Class, as well as gender effected these 

constructions. Disabled women such as Harriet Martineau and to some extent less privileged but 

nonetheless middle-class women such as Jane Groom were able to circumnavigate these 

constructions through their social status. Disability was overwhelmingly linked with poverty both 

materially and conceptually. Poor disabled people were of great social concern economically, socially 

and morally. For example, working-class disabled men were considered unable to provide for their 

ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ǁĞƌĞ ƚŚƵƐ ĚĞĞŵĞĚ ͚ƵŶŵĂŶůǇ͛͘  



4 

 

One of the consequences of these attitudes was that deaf people were increasingly subject to 

charitable concern.
19

 Following the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, deaf people increasingly 

became categorised ĂƐ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ƉŽŽƌ͕͛ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚ ƚŽ ůŝǀĞ ĂƐ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚƐ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ 
be self-supporting.

20
 PĞĚĂŐŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ĨĞĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĞ ͚ƚƌƵƚŚƐ ŽĨ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ͛ 

ŚĂĚ ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ AďďĠ ů͛EƉĠĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚĞ ĞŝŐŚƚĞĞŶƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ƚŽ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ŝŶ FƌĂŶĐĞ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ǁŝĚĞůǇ 
considered the foundations of deaf education in Western Europe.

21
 This led to an explosion of deaf 

education across Western Europe, using both the ƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ ŽĨ ů͛EƉĠĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ŽƌĂůŝƐƚ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ 
where deaf children were encouraged, sometimes forced, to speak the vernacular. By the second 

half of the nineteenth century, such measures had been seized upon by philanthropists and 

missionaries,
 
who argued that the deaf were literally prevented from hearing the Word of God, and 

ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚DĞĂĨ͕ WŚŽ ŽŶ TŚĂƚ AĐĐŽƵŶƚ ĚŽ ŶŽƚ AƚƚĞŶĚ CŚƵƌĐŚ͛ ĂƐ Ă ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŐƌŽƵƉ͕ 
ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƵƉ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŚƵƌĐŚĞƐ͕ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂǇĞƌ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ƚŽ ͚ƐĂǀĞ͛ ƚŚĞŵ͘22

   

JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛s life was entangled in these developments. From about the age of twelve, she studied 

at the Deaf and Dumb School at Old Trafford. The school had been founded in 1823 to teach deaf 

children from the age of eight to sixteen.
23

 Deaf children often found meeting other deaf children at 

school a formative experience, and it is likely that her time at the Deaf and Dumb School at would 

ŚĂǀĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ĂĨĨŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͘  GƌŽŽŵ ǁĂƐ Ă ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů ƉƵƉŝů ĂŶĚ ŝŶ 
due course was appointed an assistant teacher and nurse.

24
 

In 1870, Groom moved to London where she was appointed as an assistant teacher at the British 

Asylum for Deaf and Dumb Females in Hackney. Gender and disability informed the hierarchies of 

the institution. The Ladies Committee, who appointed female assistants, had not initially supported 

ŚĞƌ ĂƉƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ ͚The Ladies do not consider that J. E. Groom, the candidate that has applied for the 

situation as assistant teacher, would be at all desirable͕͛ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ƌĞĐŽƌĚĞĚ͖ ͚her being so nearly deaf 

and dumb herself would be a great disadvantage͛͘25
 This opinion did not prevail, however, probably 

because there was a staffing problem resulting from the challenging and violent situations faced by 

staff in relation to the deaf (and sometimes deaf blind) women. But, despite her appointment, her 

presumed inadequacy was marked as, throughout her (almost) four years at the Asylum, she was 

always paid less than the other teachers.  

GƌŽŽŵ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŚĂƚ LĂĚĚ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞƐ ĂƐ Ă ĚĞĂĨ ͚ĐŽŵƉĂƚƌĂĚŽƌ͛͗ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƐŵĂůů ŐƌŽƵƉ 
of Deaf people, mostly of middle-ĐůĂƐƐ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂŐĞ͛ ǁŚŽ ĂůůŽǁĞĚ ďĞŶĞǀŽůĞŶƚůǇ-minded yet essentially 

disempowering hearing philanthropists to access the deaf, in order to engage with a form of 

͚ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĂƌǇ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂůŝƐŵ͛͘26
 Such an argument has echoes in the fact that some institutions for the 

ĚĞĂĨ͕ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůůǇ ŝŵƉĂŝƌĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ͚ŝŶƐĂŶĞ͛ ǁĞƌĞ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ͛͘ The 

construct of the deaf compatrador is perhaps oversimplistic, not least because of the complex 

relationship between missionaries and colonialism, but the argument that deaf middle-class people 

were complicit in empowering hearing philanthropists access to the deaf is a powerful one, and one 

supported by this example.  Groom certainly became tightly networked with a small group of 

hearing philanthropists and teachers concerned with deaf education. One such person was William 

Stainer, whom Groom would first have met in Manchester. Since then, he had been appointed 

assistant chaplain to the Reverend Samuel Smith at the Association to Aid the Deaf and Dumb 

(AADD). Smith was himself a notable figure, and he and Stainer were both involved in fundraising for 

ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ CŚƵƌĐŚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŽƉĞŶĞĚ ĂƐ “ƚ “ĂǀŝŽƵƌ͛Ɛ͕ ŽŶ OǆĨŽƌĚ “ƚƌĞĞƚ͕ ŝŶ ϭϴϳϰ͘ BŽƚŚ ŵĞŶ ĂůƐŽ 
attended the Annual General Meeting of the British Asylum for Deaf and Dumb Females at Hackney 

in 1870, and it is likely that Stainer notified Jane Groom of the vacancy at the Hackney Asylum and 

supported her application. Following the Elementary Education Act of 1870 and the building of new 

schools, the chair of the London School Board, ĂƉƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ “ƚĂŝŶĞƌ ͚Superintendent of Deaf Mute 
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Instruction͛. In 1874, Jane Groom left her job at the London Asylum for Deaf and Dumb Females to 

ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ͚teacher of deaf and dumb children͛ under the London School Board at the school in 

Wilmot Street.
27

 

TŚĞ WŝůŵŽƚ “ƚƌĞĞƚ “ĐŚŽŽů ǁĂƐ Ă ůĂƌŐĞ ƐĐŚŽŽů ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚĂƵŐŚƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ϭ͕ϱϬϬ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͘ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ 
ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ Ă ͚ĨĞŵĂůĞ ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶƚ͛͘ DĞĂĨ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ůŝŬĞ ƉƌŝŵĂƌǇ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ĚĞveloping more 

generally in the period, was heavily reliant on female assistants to support the male leadership. The 

school was regarded highly. In 1877, Princess Louise, the Viceregal Consort of Canada, John Bright 

MP and Lord Laurence, formerly Viceroy of India, all visited the Wilmot Street School and 

ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ ĨĂǀŽƵƌĂďůǇ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ͗ ͚HĞƌ ‘ŽǇĂů HŝŐŚŶĞƐƐ ǁĂƐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƉůĞĂƐĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ 
ĂƌƌĂŶŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĨŽƌ ƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ Ěƌŝůů ͚ĞǆĐŝƚĞĚ ŵĂƌŬĞĚ 
ĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘28

 

Groom was also involved in supporting the deaf in other ways. Despite her bad experience with the 

Ladies Committee in Hackney, Groom advocated for more Ladies Committees to be established 

more generally in the East End, as she worried about the vulnerability of deaf young women. 

Drawing on the view prevalent at the time that deaf women were more prone to illicit sexuality than 

hearing women,
29

  ƐŚĞ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ Ă LĂĚŝĞƐ CŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ ǁĂƐ ͚ŵƵĐŚ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ĨŽƌ ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď 
ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ǁŽŵĞŶ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵŶŐ ŐŝƌůƐ͛ ĂƐ ŝƚ ͚ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ƚŚĞ means of saving them from the very great 

ƚĞŵƉƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ĞǀŝůƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƵŶĨŽƌƚƵŶĂƚĞ ĂĨĨůŝĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƌĞŶĚĞƌ ƚŚĞŵ ƉŽǁĞƌůĞƐƐ ƚŽ ĨŝŐŚƚ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ͛͘30
 

Groom also proposed the establishment of a branch of the Royal Association in aid of the Deaf and 

Dumb, situated arŽƵŶĚ “ƚ “ĂǀŝŽƵƌ͛Ɛ CŚƵƌĐŚ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ EĂƐƚ EŶĚ͘ “ŚĞ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐ 
ƐĞĐƌĞƚĂƌŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ WŝůůŝĂŵ “ƚĂŝŶĞƌ͛Ɛ CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ HŽŵĞƐ ĨŽƌ DĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ DƵŵď CŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͕ ďŽĂƌĚŝŶŐ ŚŽƵƐĞƐ ďƵŝůƚ 
so that children could attend specialised deaf schools even if their parents lived at some distance 

ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŵ͘  “ŚĞ ĂůƐŽ ƚŽŽŬ ƵƉ Ă ũŽď ƚĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ BŝďůĞ CůĂƐƐĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ DĞĂĨ Ăƚ “ƚ MĂƚƚŚĞǁ͛Ɛ CŚƵƌĐŚ ŝŶ 
Bethnal Green. Her classes were well attended. On Sundays she delivered classes twice a day to a 

ĨƵůů ƌŽŽŵ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ĂƐ ŵĂŶǇ ĂƐ ϭϬϬ Žƌ ŵŽƌĞ ďĞŝŶŐ ŽĨƚĞŶƚŝŵĞƐ ĂƐƐĞŵďůĞĚ Ăƚ ŽŶĞ ƚŝŵĞ͛͘31
 She used sign 

language to communicate to this mass of people. 

As well as being sites of collaboration and colonisation, these schools and missions were forums 

around which deaf identities emerged and deaf people could organise collectively.  In the mid 

nineteenth century, London was an area of burgeoning deaf culture.
32

 Within the newly founded 

schools, churches, and institutions, deaf people, able to come together within organised structures, 

developed distinctive social identities themselves. The use of manual sign languages spread rapidly.  

Strong bonds of connection were forged by their common experience of deafness. Sign language 

was a cornerstone of deaf identity and spread rapidly in deaf institutions and missions, as children 

from deaf families shared their languages with those from hearing families, and improvised their 

own.  

One way of understanding the missions and schools as centres for deaf cultures in this period is 

through the concept of deaf space, formulated by the geographer of deafness Mike Gulliver, to refer 

to areas demarcated from the hearing world and filled with visual voices.
33

 The idea of deaf space 

speaks both to the ideas about deaf community and to the distinctiveness of deaf culture. GƵůůŝǀĞƌ͛Ɛ 
concept was formulated through his work on early French deaf institutions, but deaf churches in 

BritaiŶ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŝƚĞ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƐƉĂĐĞ͘ AƐ NĞŝů PĞŵďĞƌƚŽŶ ŚĂƐ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ͚TŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ 
missions is grossly overlooked in the literature... Those who do mention missions tend to dismiss 

them as a means by which the deaf were further oppressed by the hearinŐ͛͘ BƵƚ ĚĞĂĨ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ ĂůƐŽ 
provided a huge network of deaf people, a social space and a space of deaf resistance. Pemberton 

ĂƌŐƵĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ͕ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƌĞŵĂĚĞ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ƚŽ ĞŵƉŽǁĞƌ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ 
and create independent constructioŶƐ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ͛͘ FŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂĚ Ă 
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ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ǁŝƚŚ GŽĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕ ƵŶůŝŬĞ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͕ ƐŝŐŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ǁĂƐ Ă ͚ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͛ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ 
ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽƵůĚ ĂǀŽŝĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐŝŶƐ͛ ŽĨ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ͘34

  

 

Figure Two:  Reverend William Stainer preachŝŶŐ Ăƚ “ƚ “ĂǀŝŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŚƵƌĐŚ 
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Groom actively participated in these developments and contributed to the emergent deaf 

community. She was also well-ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƉŚŝůĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŝĐ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ͚ŚĞůƉ͛ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ 
conversing with, among others, Henry Fawcett, the MP and radical, who was himself disabled (he 

was blind).
35

 Many of these philanthropists were of a considerably more privileged background than 

Groom herself and she was able to use their privilege to her benefit. 

1880 marked a major change for deaf education. From the late eighteenth century, deaf 

educationalists had varied markedly in the form of instruction they thought best suited to educating 

ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ͘ TŚŽƐĞ ĂĚǀŽĐĂƚŝŶŐ ͚ŵĂŶƵĂůŝƐŵ͛ ;ƐŝŐŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞͿ ǁĞƌĞ ĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚ ŝŶ FƌĂŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ U“͕ ǁŚŝůƐƚ 
͚ŽƌĂůŝƐƚƐ͛ ;ǁŚŽ ĨŽĐƵƐĞĚ ŽŶ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƐƉĞĞĐŚ-reading in the vernacular) were dominant in 

Germany and Italy.
36

 In Britain, different schools used different methods, whilst some used the 

͚ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ ŵĞƚŚŽĚ͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ďŽƚŚ ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĚĞƉůŽǇĞĚ͘ BǇ ƚŚĞ ŵŝĚ-nineteenth century, however, 

it was felt that these methods could no longer coexist, and internal factions and arguments 

developed between schools, within countries and internationally about which system was superior. 

In an imperial context, at a time when the English language was preferred as a means of assimilating 

indigenous Australians, and Gaelic was being suppressed within the British Isles, the tide started to 

turn against manualism. Two international conventions were convened, in 1878 and 1880, to 

establish once and for all which system was to be considered preferable. The second of these, the 

Congress of Milan, is the most infamous event in deaf history, associated with the deliberate 

suppression of sign language.
37

 The conference was biased from the outset. There were almost no 

deaf people present. Out of the twelve speakers, nine spoke in favour of oralism and just three in 

favour of manualism. The conference was chaired by the Italian Abbé Guilio Tarra who was a strong 

advocate of oralism. UK delegates included William Stainer, who, despite having previously been a 

manualist, was a recent convert to oralism.
38

 Again and again it was argued that only oralism would 

properly equip deaf people for participation in hearing society. For Jane Groom, a sign language 

user, the effects of the conference were immediate. Unable to teach using the oral method herself, 

ƐŚĞ ǁĂƐ ĚĞĞŵĞĚ ƵŶĨŝƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ͕ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ϯϬ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ 
experience, and lost her job.

39
 

A Future for the Deaf and Dumb in the Canadian North West  

In 1881, Jane Groom travelled to Canada, arriving in Quebec in August and then travelling west to 

the prairies.
40

 IŶ MĂŶŝƚŽďĂ͕ ƐŚĞ ŵĞƚ ƚǁŽ ŵĞŶ ǁŚŽŵ ƐŚĞ ŚĂĚ ͚ƐĞŶƚ͛ ƚŽ CĂŶĂĚĂ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌŬŚŽƵƐĞ 
eighteen months previously. Both ŵĞŶ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĚŽŝŶŐ ͚ĞǆĐĞĞĚŝŶŐůǇ ǁĞůů͛͘41

 They both had 

deaf connections; one, a builder, was married to a deaf dressmaker, whilst the other, who was 

ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ŽŶ Ă ĨĂƌŵ͕ ĂƐŬĞĚ GƌŽŽŵ ƚŽ ďƌŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ŚŝƐ ďƌŽƚŚĞƌ ǁŚŽ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ 
whom he wĂƐ ͚ŵƵĐŚ ĂƚƚĂĐŚĞĚ͛͘42

 The cases of the two men struck her as remarkably different from 

the poverty she had witnessed amongst deaf people in 1870s London, where unemployment was 

ŚŝŐŚ ĂŶĚ ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ƌŝĨĞ͘ ͚I ŚĂǀĞ ŶŽƚŝĐĞĚ ƐŽ ŵƵĐŚ ĚŝƐƚƌĞƐƐ ĂŵŽŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď͕͛ ƐŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ͕ ͚ƚŚĂƚ I 
feel perfectly sad at witnessing it, and I am sure that nothing can be done for them here [in London] 

to establish them satisfactorily. My opinion on this subject is that the only scheme to accomplish 

their ultimate well-being is to caƌƌǇ ŽƵƚ ŵǇ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ŽĨ ĞŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ CĂŶĂĚĂ͛͘43
 What had started as 

the ad-hoc relocation of a couple of deaf men and their families, thus became something larger: as 

GƌŽŽŵ ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ ƉƵƚ ŝƚ͕ ͚AŶ EŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ “ĐŚĞŵĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ DĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ DƵŵď͛͘ “ŚĞ founded a Deaf and Dumb 

Emigration Society, asking for contributions to be passed onto Richenda Fry, a granddaughter of the 

Quaker philanthropist Elizabeth Fry and herself a deaf woman. 
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This was a moment when there was a huge drive for migrants to Canada. Propaganda suggested that 

Canada had an abundance of resources and space, systematically ignoring the indigenous people 

who owned and lived on the land. Competition with the US over the land led to the 1872 Dominion 

LĂŶĚƐ AĐƚ Žƌ ͚HŽŵĞ “ƚĞĂĚĞƌƐ AĐƚ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƐƚŝƉƵůĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝŶĚŝvidual settlers might be given 164 

hectares of indigenous land in what became Manitoba and the North-West Territories. Under the 

ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ AĐƚ͕ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĞĂĐŚ ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ƐŚĂůů ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞ 
from fifty to one hundred and sixty acres for cultivation and, if deserving, one hundred and sixty 

ŵŽƌĞ͕ ĂƐ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŽĨĨĞƌ ƚŽ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ďǇ ƚŚĞ CĂŶĂĚŝĂŶ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛͘44
  

From a metropolitan perspective, emigration also provided a potential outlet for getting rid of those 

deemed socially undesirable (namely, the poor, the disabled and political radicals); the claim that 

Britain was ƵƐŝŶŐ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ͚ƐŚŽǀĞů ŽƵƚ ƉĂƵƉĞƌƐ͛ ƌĞĐƵƌƌĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͘ There is 

some evidence to support this. As Angela McCarthy has recently showŶ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ ŽĨ ͚ŝŶƐĂŶĞ͛ 
persons immigrating to New Zealand, family members, asylums, poor law institutions and the police 

colluded in concealing evidence of insanity which may have prevented an immigrant being 

accepted.
45

 The period also saw the rise of ƐĐŚĞŵĞƐ ĂƐƐŝƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƉĂƵƉĞƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛ ;ǁŝƚŚ 
whom disabled people were often classed) as forms of philanthropy.

46
 This was certainly one of the 

contexts in which the deaf colonisation scheme was perceived from the Canadian perspective (as I 

shall explore below). It was also how the scheme was advertised to potential supporters: with the 

deaf community in London presented as wholly dependent on hearing benefactors, it was said that 

ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ͚ŐƌĞĂƚůǇ ƚĞŶĚ ƚŽ ůĞƐƐĞŶ ƚŚĞ ďƵƌĚĞŶƐ Ăƚ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ pressing so heavily upon the 

ƌĂƚĞƉĂǇĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌŝƐŚĞƐ ŽĨ LŽŶĚŽŶ͛͘47
 BƵƚ ǁŚĂƚ ǁĂƐ ŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ ŽĨ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ 

emigration scheme was far less passive than any of these images suggests; the deaf settlers were 

not simply shovelled out, but carefully organised within the deaf community. 

Whilst the kinds of settlers that Canada wanted were essentially those who were white, able-bodied 

and British, various groups were able to use the Homesteaders legislation to their own ends, and this 

period saw the settlement of Mennonite and Jewish communities in Manitoba, as well as schemes 

for utopias such as that envisaged by the Church Colonisation Society, which had been a direct 

ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽŶ GƌŽŽŵ͘ “ŝƌ CŚĂƌůĞƐ TƵƉƉĞƌ ;ǁŚŽ ǁŽƵůĚ ůĂƚĞƌ ďĞĐŽŵĞ CĂŶĂĚĂ͛Ɛ ƐŚŽƌƚĞƐƚ ƐĞƌving Prime 

Minister) was High Commissioner of Canada in London in this period, where he concentrated on 

encouraging emigration to Canada and wading through the many emigration proposals.
48

 Amongst 

other things, he engaged in considerable correspondence with various immigration officials about 

Jane Groom forwarding a copy of a pamphlet about the scheme, A Future for the Deaf and Dumb in 

the Canadian North West, to the Department of Agriculture in Canada.
49

  

The author of the pamphlet written on GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ behalf was identified only by ƚŚĞ ŝŶŝƚŝĂůƐ ͚H͘H͛͘ ďƵƚ 
was, I suspect, the Reverend Septimus Cox Holmes Hansard, a Christian Socialist and Rector of St 

MĂƚŚĞǁ͛Ɛ CŚƵƌĐŚ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ GƌŽŽŵ ǁĂƐ ŚŽůĚŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ BŝďůĞ ĐůĂƐƐĞƐ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ.
50

 The pamphlet put 

forward the argument that, as ŵĂŶǇ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŝŶ EĂƐƚ LŽŶĚŽŶ ͚ĂƌĞ ŶŽǁ ĂŶĚ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ĨŽƌ Ă ůŽŶŐ 
time out of work͕͛ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ŚŽƉĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵ ǁĂƐ ƚŽ ĞŵŝŐƌĂƚĞ͘ Iƚ ǁĂƐ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚TŚĞƐĞ ŵĞŶ ĂŶĚ 
women are ǁŝůůŝŶŐ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŵŽůĞƐƚĞĚ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝon which 

ǁĞŝŐŚƐ ƐŽ ŚĞĂǀŝůǇ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞŵ ǁŚŝůĞ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͛ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ  ͚ƌĞůĂǆĞĚ͛ ƵŶĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽƌĞ 
ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ͛͘ CŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŵĂĚĞ ǁŝƚŚ ĂďůĞ ďŽĚŝĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͕ 
ĂŶĚ ƌĞĂĚĞƌƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĂƐƐƵƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞƐĞ ŵĞŶ ĂŶĚ ǁŽŵĞŶ ǁŝůů ďĞĐŽŵĞ as good at stock-raising, grain 

ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͙ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ďĞƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƌƐ͙ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽŵĞŶ ǁŝůů ŵĂŬĞ ũƵƐƚ ĂƐ 
ŐŽŽĚ ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶƚƐ Ăƚ Ăůů ĚĂŝƌǇ͕ ůĂƵŶĚƌǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ĚŽŵĞƐƚŝĐ ǁŽƌŬ͛͘51

  

AĨƚĞƌ ŚĞƌ ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚĂů ƚĞƐƚ ĐĂƐĞƐ͕ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ƐĞƚƚůĞ ĚĞaf people in Canada took place 

in the early 1880s, when she took ten deaf men from the East End and two deaf boys from the 



9 

 

Jewish School for the Deaf and Dumb up to Liverpool to start their journey. In Liverpool they were 

met by Mr Moreton, principal of the Leeds Deaf and Dumb School, who brought with him another 

deaf youth to join the group. The party sailed on the S.S. Sardinian, where Groom received kind 

ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĐƌĞǁ ͚ƚŽŽŬ Ă ůŝǀĞůǇ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ ŽƵƌ ƐŝůĞŶƚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛͘52
 Sign 

language clearly provided something of a spectacle.  

The group acquired land and settled at Wolseley, about 300 miles from Winnipeg. On arrival, Groom 

seems to have benefited from connections in Canada, including Hon. J. McTavish, Land 

Commissioner to the CanaĚŝĂŶ PĂĐŝĨŝĐ ‘ĂŝůǁĂǇ͕ ǁŚŽ ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞĚ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ͚ůŽŽŬ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ 
ĚĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ͛͘53

 He also promised to write to Groom while she was in London giving 

reports on the individual progress of the settlers. Groom placed five of her party with Major Robert 

Bell who operated a huge farm of about 50,000 acres near Indian Head in Manitoba.
54

 She situated 

another man, a deaf shoemaker, with a Mr Parker who was also deaf. Other members of the party 

were settled nearby on existing farms until they were able to save enough money to start their own 

businesses. 

The first few deaf settlers seemed to do very well.  Mr. Francis G. Jefferson wrote to the Manchester 

Courier ĚĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ŝŶ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ͚ĨŽƵŶĚ ŐŽŽĚ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĚŽŶĞ 
ǁĞůů͛.55

 When Jane Groom visited the settlers in 1892, she was able to report that the deaf settlers in 

ƚŚĞ NŽƌƚŚ WĞƐƚ ǁĞƌĞ ĚŽŝŶŐ Ă ƌĂŶŐĞ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ͚ƚĂŝůŽƌŝŶŐ͕ ǁŽŽĚ-engraving, wood-turning, 

saddling and harness-making, shoemaking, carpentry, laundry work, ĂůƐŽ ĂƐ ĨĂƌŵ ůĂďŽƵƌĞƌƐ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ 
ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵ ŚĂĚ ƚĂŬĞŶ ŚŽŵĞƐƚĞĂĚƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ĚŽŝŶŐ ǁĞůů ĂŶĚ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ good money 

and that I believe they are happy and contented, being better off than living in England͛͘56
 (emphasis 

original).Raising money for the scheme was a constant challenge. One of the ways in which Groom 

did so, was through performances which were able to mobilise the popular interest in deaf people as 

ŽďũĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ĐƵƌŝŽƐŝƚǇ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ͚A PĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ďǇ DĞĂĨ MƵƚĞƐ͛ Ăƚ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ HĂĐŬŶĞǇ Mŝssion in 

1884 which was probably for this purpose.
57

 She also encouraged people to invest in the project. The 

Reverend F.W.G. Gilby, another hearing philanthropist much concerned with deaf education, later 

claimed that many lost their loaned money through wŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĚŝƐŵŝƐƐŝǀĞůǇ ĐĂůůĞĚ ŚĞƌ ͚ŵĂĚ ƐĐŚĞŵĞƐ͛͘58
 

Again we can see how well networked Groom was with hearing middle-class philanthropists and 

politicians from the considerable support she was able to garner. She received one hundred pounds 

towards the scheme from W. E. Gladstone out of the Royal Bounty Fund.
59

 One supporter, W. J. 

CƌŽŶƐŚĞǇ͕ ǁŚŽ ŚĞĂƌĚ ŚĞƌ ůĞĐƚƵƌĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ Ăƚ MŽƌůĞǇ HĂůů ŝŶ HĂĐŬŶĞǇ͕ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ  ƚŚĞ ͚ŐŽŽĚ 
ĐĂƵƐĞ͛ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚ ďǇ ͚MŝƐƐ GƌŽŽŵ͛ ƐƚĂƚŝŶŐ ŚĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ͚ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚůǇ ƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚ͛ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ƚŽ ͚several 

ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ͛͘ ͚I Ăŵ ƚƌƵůǇ ĂŵĂǌĞĚ Ăƚ ŚĞƌ͕͛ ŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ͕ ͚ƐĞĞŝŶŐ ƐŚĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ůĂĚǇ ĚŽŝŶŐ ŐŽŽĚ ĂŵŽŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ 
ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵď ŝŶ LŽŶĚŽŶ͛͘60

 

 

Unwelcome colonisers and the けright classげ of emigrations: responses to the scheme and debates 

about the relative worth of deaf settlers  

Although this period saw considerable efforts actively to recruit emigrants to meet labour shortages 

and to shore-up the white presence in territories where indigenous peoples were being displaced, 

this did not mean that all migrants were wĞůĐŽŵĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ͚ŶĞǁ͛ ƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌŝĞƐ͘61
 Even whilst emigration 

was being actively promoted, a strong counter-ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ƵŶĨŝƚ͛ ƚŽ 
ŵŝŐƌĂƚĞ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ͛ ;ŽĨƚĞŶ JĞǁŝƐŚͿ͕ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ͕ ĞůĚĞƌůǇ͕ ĐƌŝŵŝŶĂů͕ ĨĞĐŬůĞƐƐ͕ ŝĚůĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŽƐĞ 
ƵŶĂĐĐƵƐƚŽŵĞĚ ƚŽ ͚ŚĂƌĚ ǁŽƌŬ͛͘62
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Incentives to attract migrants, such as assisted passages, were offered only to those who were of 

desirable age, gender, ability, fitness and occupation. In the mass of guides and handbooks produced 

for prospective emigrants, the need for a strong, able body was repeated time and time again. In his 

EŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ͛Ɛ PŽĐŬĞƚ CŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶ of 1832, Robert Mudie emphasised that ͚[t]he proper emigrants are 

those able-ďŽĚŝĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƐƚĞĂĚǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶƐ ǁŚŽ ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ĨŝŶĚ ǁŽƌŬ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͛͘ ͚NŽ ŵĂŶ ŝƐ Ĩŝƚ ĨŽƌ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂŶ 
independent immigrant, or even existing at all in a new country, who is not both able and willing to 

work͕͛ ŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ͖ ͚He must have health, he must have strength, he must ŚĂǀĞ ƉĞƌƐĞǀĞƌĂŶĐĞ͛ ;ŵǇ 
italics). Driving the point home still further, he emphasised that ͚ƚhe maimed, mutilated or silly 

ought not go there͛ ĂƐ͕ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŚĂƌŝƚǇ ƵƉŽŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ĂƐƐƵŵĞĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƌĞůŝĂŶƚ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚only fate 

would be starvation͛.63
 It was the body of the working labouring man that was repeatedly put 

forward by government agencies, shipping companies and systematic colonisation advocates as 

valuable.
64

 There was no need for clerks and other white collar workers. Male labourers were 

particularly desired, but strong women were also wanted as domestic servants and as the potential 

mothers who would help ƉŽƉƵůĂƚĞ ĂŶĚ ͚ĐŝǀŝůŝƐĞ͛ ƚŚĞƐĞ ŶĞǁ ƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌŝĞƐ͘65
  

As migration increased  during the nineteenth century,  involving growing numbers of migrants from 

beyond the British Isles, so too ĚŝĚ ƚŚŝƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŝĂů ǀĂůƵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ďŽĚŝĞƐ. With the continued 

ĚĞƐŝƌĞ ŝŶ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ NĞǁ WŽƌůĚ ĨŽƌ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ƌŝŐŚƚ ƐŽƌƚ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ 
about keeping certain kinds of people out rather than limiting overall numbers. In the last ten years, 

scholars of disability have explored the way in which immigration legislation excluded people with 

disabilities. Roy Hanes has argued that the Canadian authorities took an approach towards disabled 

ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŶŽŶĞ ŝƐ Ɛƚŝůů ƚŽŽ ŵĂŶǇ͛͘66
 Ena Chadha has argued that ͚ŵĞŶƚĂů 

ĚĞĨĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ͛ ǁĞƌĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƵŶǁĞůĐŽŵĞ ŝŶ ƉŽƐƚ-Confederation Canada, whilst Barbara Roberts and 

Robert Menzies explored psychiatric deportations from Canada in the early twentieth century.
67

 

Douglas Baynton has explored similar patterns in the US, ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĞǆĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ĚĞĂĨ 
ŵƵƚĞƐ͛ ďǇ U“ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐ ŽŶ EůůŝƐ IƐůĂŶĚ͘68

 In this context, it is unsurprising that the arrival of 

Jane Groom and her associates precipitated a debate about the relative worth of deaf settlers in 

Manitoba in several different social and political spheres.    

There was a good deal of negative publicity around JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ĚĞĂĨ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ͘ In the local press, 

deaf people were depicted as utterly undesirable and as passive beings without agency. Some 

publications carried the accusation that ͚HĞƌ MĂũĞƐƚǇ͛Ɛ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŚĂd sent the deaf and dumb out 

ƚŽ MĂŶŝƚŽďĂ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ďƵƌĚĞŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛͘69
 The Quebec Chronicle, drawing on the 

Winnipeg Free Press, for example, reported that  

͚a consignment of deaf mutes has been brought to that city [Winnipeg] from England, and 

dumped into the Immigrant Sheds. Our correspondent says further that more of the same sort 

are to follow... Canada wants all the able-bodied settlers she can get, men and women willing 

to work and help to make the country of their adoption prosperous and strong, but she does 

ŶŽƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƉĂƵƉĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ŵƵƚĞƐ͛͘ 70
 

Class and disability clearly came together here. Deaf people were seen as undesirable, as incapable 

of migration under their own steam, and as ƚŚĞ ĂŶƚŝƚŚĞƐŝƐ ƚŽ ͚ĂďůĞ-ďŽĚŝĞĚ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ͛͘  

In order to combat fears of deaf settlers as useless and undesirable people, Groom made an 

argument in her pamphlet for a particular representation of deafness. Unsurprisingly, given her 

background of school teaching and missionary work, Groom presented education as key to the 

ƌĞĚĞŵƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ͘ H͘H͘ ĐůĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞ͕ ƚŚĂŶŬƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ 
teaching him to overcome the defects of nature, which has been marvellously successful ʹ is as 



11 

 

capable in his way as any other man, to enter into the business of life and to strive, and to work for 

ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛͘71
 H͘H͘ ĂůƐŽ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵĂŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞĚ ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞ͛ ĂƐ Ă ŵŽĚĞů ŽĨ ŐŽŽĚ 

masculine citizenship, able to work hard to support both himself and his family. The scheme would 

allow this ideal to flourish and for the deaf person to be given ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĞĂŶƐ ŽĨ ŚŽůĚŝŶŐ ƵƉ ŚŝƐ ŚĞĂĚ ĂƐ Ă 
ǁŽƌŬĞƌ ŽŶ ĞƋƵĂů ƚĞƌŵƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƚ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ͛͘72

 The kind of deaf settler Groom described was 

thus thĞ ͚ƌŝŐŚƚ ŬŝŶĚ͛ ŽĨ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌ͕ ŚĂƌĚ-working, honest and as capable as his hearing peers of work and 

settlement.  

Perhaps surprisingly, this representation of deafness also found some sympathy in the press. The 

Winnipeg Free Press, for example, defended the settlers arguing that, although deaf, these people 

Ɛƚŝůů ŚĂĚ ͚ŵĞŶƚĂů ĨĂĐŝůŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ƉŽǁĞƌƐ͛͘73
 As a deaf woman, Miss Groom herself could be 

used as an embodiment of either the rights or the wrongs of the scheme. The Winnipeg Free Press 

described GroŽŵ ĂƐ ͚Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ ŽĨ ƐƵĐŚ ĞǀŝĚĞŶƚ CŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ BĞŶĞǀŽůĞŶĐĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ 
ďĞ ͚ƌĞŵĞŵďĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ MŝƐƐ GƌŽŽŵ ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ ŝƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂĨĨůŝĐƚĞĚ͕ ďƵƚ ƐŚĞ ŚĂƐ ŵĂŶĂŐĞĚ ƐŽ ĨĂƌ ƚŽ 
overcome the loss of speech and hearing that she has been enabled to give the writer of these pages 

ǁŚŽ ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐŝŐŶ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͕ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ĨŽƌ ŚŝƐ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ͛͘74
 The 

paper undertook interviews with some of the successful settlers, and concluded that they were in 

with a fair chance of succeeding in the rapidly growing colony. In contrast, the Winnipeg Daily Times 

ĚŝƐĐƌĞĚŝƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ͕ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƌŝǀĂů ƉĂƉĞƌƐ ƚŚĂƚ MĂŶŝƚŽďĂ ǁĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƚƵƌŶĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ͚ĚƵŵƉŝŶŐ 
ŐƌŽƵŶĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ŚĞůƉůĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŵďĞĐŝůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŽůĚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛͘ ‘ĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŽŶŐƵĞ ŝŶ ĐŚĞĞŬ͕ ƚŚĞ Winnipeg Daily 

Times ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ͕ ͚CŽůŽŶŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞƐ ĂƌĞ͕ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ͕ ŶŽƚ ŵŽƌĞ ĚĞƐŝƌĂďůĞ ƚŚĂŶ ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ ŽĨ ŽŶĞ-

armed or cross-ĞǇĞĚ ŵĞŶ͕ Žƌ Ă ĐŽůŽŶǇ ŽĨ ŶĞǁƐƉĂƉĞƌ ĞĚŝƚŽƌƐ͙ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ŝŶ Ă ĚĞĂĨ 
mute, as such, which will prevent him from becoming a useful anĚ ƉƌŽƐƉĞƌŽƵƐ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ͛͘͘͘ ͚MĂŶǇ ǁŚŽ 
ƐĂǁ MŝƐƐ BƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ƐŝĐ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŚŽƌƚ ƐƚĂǇ ŝŶ WŝŶŶŝƉĞŐ ǁĞƌĞ ƐƚƌƵĐŬ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŝŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶĐĞ 
ĂŶĚ ƐƉůĞŶĚŝĚ ƉŚǇƐŝƋƵĞ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ƌĞĂƐŽŶ ǁŚǇ ƚŚĞǇ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ƐƵĐĐĞĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ NŽƌƚŚ WĞƐƚ͛͘75

 The 

deaf press in both the US and the UK also commented on the negative press coverage. The deaf 

press in this period was a rapidly burgeoning series of small-issue papers many of which were read 

transnationally particularly between Britain and America. In them issues of conern to the deaf, 

including immigration policy, were rigorously debated. To some extent they can be seen to have 

created a virtual deaf space through which the deaf community consolidated.
76

 The most prominent 

of these papers, The American Annals of the Deaf and Dumb commented on the accusation that the 

ĚĞĂĨ ͚ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ƐĞŶƚ ĨƌŽŵ EŶŐůĂŶĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ďƵƌĚĞŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽůŽŶǇ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŽ 
ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌĞŶƚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĐůĂŝŵƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞƉŽƌƚƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚtlers 

instead.
77

 

The Canadian government maintained an ambivalent position in relation to the settlers. Groom had 

been very keen for the government to support her scheme, not least for financial reasons, but her 

requests for help were repeatedly declined.
78

 This was unsurprising, given the widespread exclusion 

ŽĨ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌ ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ͚ƉƵďůŝĐ 
ĐŚĂƌŐĞ͛ ŽŶ ͚ŶĞǁ ƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƵŶĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ƚŚĞŵ͘ WŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ 
that disabled people could be positioned only as dependents, disabled migrants were situated 

alongside orphans and single women in representing both an economic liability and a threat to social 

order. As aforementioned, the anxiety that Britain was ͚dumping͛ its unwanted population on the 

colonies was a recurrent concern in Canada and Australia as well as an issue to debate back in 

Britain.
79

 But, whilst financial assistance was refused, Groom was also told that no objections would 

ďĞ ŵĂĚĞ ͚ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂĚŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƐƵĐŚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶƐ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚĞĚ ďǇ ŚĞƌ͛͘80
 Further 

to allowing these particular migrants to circumnavigate Canadian immigration restrictions, some 

government officials actually wrote positively about the settlers. For example, John Smith, an 

iŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŐĞŶƚ͕ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŝŶ ĚĞĨĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ͘ HĞ ŚĂĚ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞ͛ 
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ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ ͚ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĂďůĞ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ͛ ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ǀŝƐŝƚĞĚ MĂŶŝƚŽďĂ͕ ŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĂƚ 
ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ Ă ͚ĐůĂƐƐ͛ ŽĨ ͚Ƶnfortunate yet industrious and intelligent people͛ ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ͚no 

more honest, safer, ŚĂƌĚ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ĐŽŵĞ ŽƵƚ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛͘81
  

Yet the Canadian government was also wary of getting tarnished by the negative publicity that 

surrounded the settlers. In considering a request by Jane Groom for government support, the 

DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ AŐƌŝĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚successful exertions made by the deaf and dumb 

persons brought out by her to earn their own living in this country͕͛ ďƵƚ ĨĞůƚ ƚŚĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĐŽƵůĚ 
not support the scheme due to ͚a public prejudice against the immigration of persons of this class, 

and this would become especially strong against the systematized immigration of such persons in 

large numbers͛. TŚĞ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ƚŚƵƐ ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚while he will not interpose any objection to the 

immigration of persons of the class referred to, if properly protected when they are brought into the 

country, yet, he cannot authorize in any manner the affording of Government Assistance to promote 

such immigration.͛82
 

 

A deaf colony? Deaf space on an imperial scale 

OŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŬĞƉƚ ƌĞĐƵƌƌŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ǁĂƐ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ŝƚ 
ǁŽƵůĚ ƌĞƐƵůƚ ŝŶ Ă ͚ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽůŽŶǇ͕͛ Žƌ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ŽŶĞƐ͘ 
A ͚deaf colony͛ might mean several things in this context from a self-sustaining settlement of deaf 

people, to an agricultural colony along the lines that social reformers back in Europe were proposing 

for the intellectually disabled, paupers, juvenile delinquents and other groups deemed in need of 

social reform.  Jane Groom envisaged it as an emigration scheme where new deaf arrivals would be 

placed under the supervision of more established settlers, and in fact she denied that she wanted to 

ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ͚Ă ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽůŽŶǇ͛ Ăƚ Ăůů.  Yet, despite her protests the idea of a self-ƐƵƐƚĂŝŶŝŶŐ ͚ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽůŽŶǇ͛ 
captured the public imagination and became the focus of much of the discussion about her plans. 

UƐŝŶŐ MŝŬĞ GƵůůŝǀĞƌ͛Ɛ ŝĚĞĂ ĂďŽƵƚ ĚĞĂĨ ƐƉĂĐĞ͕ ǁĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ ĂďŽƵƚ Ă ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽůŽŶǇ ĂƐ Ă ĚĞaf space 

created through the practices and imaginary of empire.  The strength of the reaction to that spectre 

tells us how subversive the notion of a deaf space was, and allows us to think about other cries for 

deaf spaces during the nineteenth century.  

This was not the first time that a deaf colony had been conceived. Ideas about a community of deaf 

people living together in the west were developed by American deaf people from early in the 

nineteenth century, and there were also deaf separatist movements in Britain and in France.
83

 The 

most famous of these schemes was put forward in the 1850s by John Jacobus Flournoy, the deaf son 

of a wealthy Georgian slave-owner. Flournoy, outraged at the discrimination that he faced as a deaf 

man, and particularly incensed by a law passed in Georgia reducing the status of deaf people to that 

ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂů ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ǁĂŶƚĞĚ ͚ƚŽ ƐĞĐƵƌĞ ƚŚĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƐ ŽĨ Ă ƐŵĂůů 
ƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌǇ Žƌ “ƚĂƚĞ͕ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŵƵƚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͛͘84

 The scheme attracted much attention in the deaf 

community and was extensively debated in the deaf press for the rest of the century. Some deaf 

people wrote in support and others in criticism of the deaf state, which some suggested might be 

called Deaf-Mutia or Gesturia.
85

 Whilst organised around disability rather than religion or ethnicity 

these schemes can be conceptualised alongside the plans of the Amish or the Mormons, for 

example, to use the opportunities of colonial expansion to construct a separate society for 

themselves. 

One of the reasons ƚŚĂƚ FůŽƵƌŶŽǇ͛Ɛ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ĨĂŝůĞĚ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ 
parents became a major sticking point in the debate. Many argued that the state would be unable to 



13 

 

maintain itself as a deaf space, given that the vast majority of deaf people have hearing children. 

FůŽƵƌŶŽǇ͛Ɛ ƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ďĞ ĞǆƉĞůůĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͕ ǁĂƐ ĨĞůƚ ďǇ ŵĂŶǇ 
to be cold-hearted and unsatisfactory. Children also constituted a major discussion point in debating 

ƚŚĞ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ŽĨ JĂŶĞ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ Ɛcheme. The argument that the deaf settlement would not become a 

͚ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽůŽŶǇ͛ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƐŽ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ĂĚƵůƚƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁĂƐ ŵĞƚ ǁŝƚŚ ŵƵĐŚ 
ƌĞůŝĞĨ͘ JŽŚŶ “ŵŝƚŚ ;ƚŚĞ CĂŶĂĚŝĂŶ ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŐĞŶƚͿ ƌĞĂƐƐƵƌĞĚ ŚŝƐ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƉĂƌƚ ŝŶ EŶŐůĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚there 

can be no colony of deaf mutes as their children in Manitoba are endowed with the power of speech 

and hearing and the child of the family at present staying here can hear quite well͛͘86
 The Canadian 

ĞŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŐĞŶƚƐ ĂůƐŽ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚Mƌ EĚŝƐŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞ ŝŶǀĞŶƚŽƌ ŽĨ ĞůĞĐƚƌŝĐŝƚǇ͕͛ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ AŐƌŝĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ƐŽŵĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ͚ŝŶ ĨĂǀŽƵƌ ŽĨ ƐƵĐŚ ĐŽůŽŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŽ ŽďƚĂŝŶ 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƐ ŽĨ ŝƚ͕͛ ŚĂĚ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ;ĨƌŽŵ ŚŝƐ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ĂƐ Ă ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ŵĂŶ ŵĂƌƌŝĞĚ ƚŽ Ă ĚĞĂĨ ŵƵƚĞ ǁŽŵĂŶͿ 
ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŝƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ be counted the children of such parents would not be afflicted with the heredity of 

ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ĚƵŵďŶĞƐƐ͘ TŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ƵƐĞĨƵů ŝŶ ŵĂŶǇ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ ĂǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ŐĞƚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ůŝǀŝŶŐ͛͘87
 

These assertions of the capability, intelligence and utility of the children of deaf adults (if, that is, 

they were hearing), were countered by the visions of eugenicist critics such as Alexander Graham 

Bell, who wrote to the American Annals of the Deaf and Dumb in some alarm about the purchase of 

ůĂŶĚ ŝŶ MĂŶŝƚŽďĂ ͚ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƌƉŽƐe of colonising it with deaf-ŵƵƚĞƐ͛͘88
 Bell feared what he called the 

͚ĐƌĞĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ĚĞĂĨ ǀĂƌŝĞƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŚƵŵĂŶ ƌĂĐĞ͛ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĂĨ ŝŶƚĞƌ-

marriage.
89

 Bell advocated that deaf people marry only hearing people in order to breed-out 

ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ ĞƌĂĚŝĐĂƚĞ Ă ͚ǀĂƌŝĞƚǇ͛ ŽĨ ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ƐĂǁ ĂƐ ĚĞĨĞĐƚŝǀĞ͘90
 

Not only eugenicists but many others were frightened by the prospect of an autonomous deaf space 

where deaf people were able to operate independently from hearing people. Advocates of the 

scheme worked hard to mitigate this fear. Jane Groom sought to reassure critics that her vision was 

ŽŶĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ ƚŽ ŽĐĐƵƉǇ ƚŚĞ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚƐ͘ ͚PĞŽƉůĞ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ 
ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ ƐŚĂůů ůŝǀĞ ŶĞĂƌ ƚŚĞŵ͕͛ ƐŚĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞĂĨ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ͕ ͚ƚŽ ĂĨĨŽƌĚ ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ 
ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͛͘91

 A careful balancing act had to be performed between dependence and 

ŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ͗ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ Ă ͚ďƵƌĚĞŶ͛ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͕ ǇĞƚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ďĞ 
altogether independent from the able-bodied. 

 

Legacies: other deaf settlers 

Jane Groom developed many other schemes both in Canada and in the UK. In 1882, after returning 

from her first trip to Canada,  she set up the Hackney Mission for the Deaf and Dumb, running 

Sunday Schools from Morley HĂůů͕ HĂĐŬŶĞǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ďĞĐĂŵĞ Ă  ͚ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶĐĞ ƐĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇ͛ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ 
Stainer Christian Homes for Deaf and Dumb Children. In order to enhance the agricultural skills of 

the deaf community, particularly those in the East End of London, Jane Groom proposed the 

esƚĂďůŝƐŚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ƐŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶĂůůǇ ŶĂŵĞĚ͕ ͚TŚĞ UŶŝƚĞĚ KŝŶŐĚŽŵ AŐƌŝĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ĂŶĚ TĞĐŚŶŝĐĂů 
CŽůůĞŐĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ DĞĂĨ ĂŶĚ DƵŵď͛͘92

 “ŚĞ ĂůƐŽ ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƵƉ Ă ͚HŽƵƐĞ FĂƌŵ͛ ŝŶ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ 
Columbia where deaf settlers could learn fruit growing and agriculture.

93
  Whilst there is no surviving 

material in which she elaborated on what she meant by either Ă ͚HŽƵƐĞ FĂƌŵ͛ or an ͚Agricultural and 

Technical College͛, it is possible she was thinking along the lines of creating another ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽůŽŶǇ͛ 
here. This peƌŝŽĚ ƐĂǁ ƚŚĞ ƌŝƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ĂŐƌŝĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ͚ĐŽůŽŶŝĞƐ͛ ŝŶ EƵƌŽƉĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƉĂƵƉĞƌƐ͕ ũƵǀĞŶŝůĞ 
delinquents and the intellectually impaired woulĚ ďĞ ͚ƌĞĨŽƌŵĞĚ͛ ƵŶĚĞƌ ĐůŽƐĞ ƐƵƉĞƌǀŝƐŝŽŶ.

94
 Many 

such schemes drew on the French colony at Mettray.
95

 Certainly it seems another attempt to wield 

together regimen, labour and the community. 
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It is unclear how many settlers in total Jane Groom took to Canada; reports vary from twenty-four 

individuals to more than fifty whole families. She visited Canada several times in the 1880s and last 

went to check up on their progress in 1891-2. On this trip, she utilised good connections with deaf 

communities in Canada, staying in the Manitoba Institution for the Deaf and Dumb, which had been 

opened in Winnipeg two years previously, the Mackay Institution for Protestant Deaf-Mutes in 

Montréal, and the Institution for the Deaf and Dumb in Halifax, Nova Scotia.
96

 She offered to stay 

with the settlers for two years and petitioned the Manitoba Ministry of Agriculture to ask the British 

ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ŽƵƚ ƐƚƌƵŐŐůŝŶŐ ĚĞĂĨ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ ŶĞĂƌ WŝŶŶŝƉĞŐ ďǇ ƉƵƌĐŚĂƐŝŶŐ Ă ͚ŚŽŵĞ ĨĂƌŵ͛͘ HĞƌ 
ƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ ǁĂƐ ƚƵƌŶĞĚ ĚŽǁŶ ďǇ ƚŚĞ PƌŽǀŝŶĐŝĂů PƌŝǀǇ CŽƵŶĐŝů ǁŚŝĐŚ ĨĞůƚ ͚ƚŚĂƚ ŝĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƐĞƚƚůĞƌƐ 
ǁĞƌĞ ŝŶ ŶĞĞĚ ŽĨ ͞ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ĂƌƌĂŶŐĞŵĞŶƚƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƌeception and protection of these unfortunate 

ƉĞŽƉůĞ͟ ƚŚĞŶ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ƚŚĞǇ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĚ ƚŽ ĞŵŝŐƌĂƚĞ Ăƚ Ăůů͛͘97
 She had difficulties raising 

the fare to get back, and wrote repeatedly to the Canadian Government asking that they pay her 

fare in return for all the time and money she had invested in the scheme.
98

 After what appears to 

have been a difficult experience, it seems that she did not travel to Canada again, and it is unclear to 

what extent she remained involved with the deaf settlers.  

But this was not the end of deaf settlement in the Canadian prairies. In the summer of 1903, a small 

ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĨƌŽŵ BŽŝƐƐĞǀĂŝŶ͕ MĂŶŝƚŽďĂ͕ ƐƚĂƌƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƐĞƚƚůĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ QƵ͛AƉƉĞůůĞ VĂůůĞǇ͘  “ĞǀĞƌĂů 
of these were former students of the Ontario Institution, a centre for deaf culture closely linked with 

the Ontario Deaf Mute Association, which was founded in 1886. The group also included recent deaf 

emigrants to Canada such as the English immigrant John Edward Brady Chapman of Rapid City and 

Irish immigrant Samuel Hawkins, who was educated at the Claremont Institution of the Deaf and 

Dumb in Dublin and had emigrated to Winnipeg (not implausibly with Jane Groom) in the 1880s. The 

deaf homesteaders settled on farms around the towns of Lipton, Cupar and Dysart in the QƵ͛AƉƉĞůůĞ 
Valley, which was a Cree area on the Canadian Prairies, about 70 kilometres northwest of Regina.

99
 

This was again a self-organised deaf endeavour. The group were led by John Alexander Braithwaite, 

a deaf man thoroughly integrated into the North American deaf community. Not only was he a 

graduate of the Ontario Institution, but he had later studied for five years at Gallaudet College in the 

US, the only University for the deaf both at that time and still today. He also had personal 

connections within the deaf community and was married to Marion Campbell, also a graduate of the 

Ontario Institution.
100

 These kinds of connections, which are common to those which structured the 

deaf community in Britain, suggest a similarity between the deaf communities in Britain and Canada. 

Like Groom and her settlers, this group would no doubt have been considered frightening to Bell and 

other critics of deaf communities, not least in the context of the growing interest in eugenics at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Couples such as Samuel and Anna Mary Hawkins, who were 

both deaf themselves and went on to have seven deaf children, would have been seen as justifying 

some of the fears about deaf inter-marriage.
101

 AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŶŽƚ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚ ĂƐ Ă ͚ĚĞĂĨ ĐŽůŽŶǇ͛, 
through links with the Ontario Institution the homesteaders were able to maintain connections with 

a wider deaf community. Each autumn, about 50 deaf harvesters arrived by train from Toronto to 

help with the wheat harvest. Clifton Carbin notes that there were so many deaf people, 

ƉƌŽƉŽƌƚŝŽŶĂƚĞůǇ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵĞƌĐŚĂŶƚƐ͕ ůĂǁǇĞƌƐ͕ ĚŽĐƚŽƌƐ͕ ĨĂƌŵĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ͞ƌĞĚ-ĐŽĂƚĞĚ͟ 
policemen in the area learned to converse with these labourers by using the manual alphabet and 

ƐŽŵĞ ƐŝŐŶƐ͛͘102
 This demonstrates that the deaf people were able to exercise some degree of cultural 

power, dictating the terms of communication, as well as indicating that they had considerable 

critical mass.  This was not, however, a community inclusive of all. Race continued to be a marker of 

difference. All of the deaf harvesters were white and First Nations deaf children did not enter 

Canadian deaf institutions until well into the twentieth century.
103

  



15 

 

Jane Groom, too, seems to have ended her life living as part of a deaf community. The 1901 Census 

ƐŚŽǁƐ ŚĞƌ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ͚ŽŶ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ŵĞĂŶƐ͛ ŝŶ NŽƌƚŚĂŵƉƚŽŶƐŚŝƌĞ͘104
 There were nine deaf people living 

within three adjacent agricultural workers cottages, suggesting that Groom continued to participate 

in and construct deaf communities.  

Conclusion 

Whilst disability history continues to be ghettoised, tracing the life and work of Jane Groom takes us 

ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ŵĂŶǇ ͚ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ͛ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ-class politics, religion, emigration 

ĂŶĚ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ͘ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ Ă ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ŽŶĞ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ĚŝƐĂďŝlity politics perspective;  though in 

many ways an inspiring figure, she endorsed rather than challenged many of the negative images of 

ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͕ ƐĞĞŝŶŐ ĚĞĂĨŶĞƐƐ ĂƐ ĂŶ ͚Ğǀŝů͛ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂǀŽŝĚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĚĞĂĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐ ƉƌŽƉĞƌůǇ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚ ŽŶ 
hearing benefactors. Her life also jars with the images of disabled victimhood that have dominated 

early disability history, disrupting the image of colonialism that has been used to discuss ableist 

oppression. Besides being oppressed in the metropole, disabled people could, of course, be 

colonisers in their own right. GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ƐĐŚĞŵĞ ƌĞůŝĞĚ ŽŶ taking land from indigenous people,, itself 

an act of colonisation that was increasingly taking place at this moment in Canadian history. The 

1867-ϭϴϵϲ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ǁĂƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŽŶƐŽůŝĚĂƚŝŽŶ͛ of white rule and a series of land policies from 

which Groom and her settlers benefited, led to the displacement and dispossession of a host of 

indigenous and Métis groups.
105

 This kind of intersection between disability and colonialism is a past 

which is yet to be addressed. And yet, those more straightforward stories of oppression, which are 

ĂůƐŽ ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂů ƚŽ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ GƌŽŽŵ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ͕ Ɛƚŝůů ŶĞĞĚ ƚĞůůŝŶŐ͕ ĂƐ ƚŚĞǇ ƌĞŵĂŝŶ ƵŶĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ 
majority of historians who have not unpacked what disability means historically. Jane Groom and the 

deaf settlers were ambivalent colonisers involved in equivocal colonial encounters, where they 

occupied positions of both oppressed and oppressor, colonised and coloniser. Taking the agency of 

deaf and disabled people seriously means engaging with uncomfortable and complicated pasts.  

EǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵĞƐƐǇ ƌĞĂůŝƚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ĐĂŶ ŚĞůƉ ƵƐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ƚŽ ͚ŵĂŝŶƐƚƌĞĂŵ͛ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ 
history and get away from a position where we find the mobilisation of deaf people, in an imperial 

context, a surprise.
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