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Introducing the
Pariahs of Yesterday

Every age has its pariahs, and in 1898 the Breton was declared

“the pariah of Paris” This disparaging sobriquet, most closely
associated with the Paris historian Louis Chevalier,! spread as far as the
Bretons’ home, the western peninsula of Brittany. Often newcomers suf-
fer under pariah status, assigned not by their family or their own com-
patriots but by members of their host culture, as do some of today’s Latin
Americans in the United States, North and West Africans in France, and
Moroccans in the Netherlands. The status can be temporary—outcast
newcomers can gain a foothold, blend with the native-born, and form
vital communities of their own. It is the historians’ task to investigate and
understand the evolution of life at the newcomer’s destination.? Indeed,
history carries the burden of explanation because historical change is at
the heart of both migration and perceptions of outsiders. This book
analyzes the history of Bretons in Paris during the Third Republic (1871
1940). It will be a vehicle for investigating internal migration, the integra-
tion of national minorities, and the state’s inclusionary and exclusionary
policies, setting migrations to the national capital in a long-term and
global context.

I seek to connect internal migration with its implications for national
integration and identity in France. After reading Eugen Weber’s pioneer-
ing Peasants into Frenchmen, the noted French migration scholar Gérard
Noiriel observed nearly twenty years ago that “very few historians have
been interested in the history of national assimilation; behind this lack of
interest, he observed, lies the idea that the nation is considered not a
historical construct but a given, populated by “our ancestors, the Gauls™3
Since this path-breaking observation, many scholars have addressed the
exclusive nature of the citizenship philosophy forged in the Revolution



2 &% Introducing the Paviabs of Yesterdmy

and after. They have established that colonial status, race, and gender set
many people apart despite longstanding claims that French citizenship,
and therefore identity, are universal and nonexclusive. The legacy of Re-
publican citizenship from the revolutionary era is an inclusive yet gen-
dered and racialized principle that constituted the French identity as a
unitary one.* Nonetheless, internal migration has not yet received the
kind of renewed examination that it deserves as part of this larger story of
French nation building; I will address this deficiency with a focus on the
Breton experience in Paris.

Attention to French identity and citizenship has increased along with
the study of immigrants in France, in response to a lack of immigration
histories and the realities of renewed immigration after the Second World
War. Scholars produced incisive and vigorous studies, beginning in the
1980s with general ones such as Yves Lequin’s La mosaigue France and
pioneering, more specialized studies like Janine Ponty’s Polonais mécon-
nus. Case studies such as Pierre Milza’s Voyage en Ritalie about Italians in
France and edited collections like Toute la France: Histoive de Pimmiigration
en France au xx° siecle followed in the 1990s. This century began with the
publication of Marie-Claude Blanc-Chaléard’s Italiens dans Pest pavisien,
Nancy Green’s Repenser les migrations, and Philippe Rygiel’s Destins immi-
ygres, each of which investigated the immigrant experience from another
angle. Books in languages other than French have included the more
recent Mareike Konig’s Deutsche Handwerker, Arbeiter une Dienstméidchen
in Paris and Mary Dewhurst Lewis’s Boundaries of the Republic. In com-
bination with studies of contemporary immigrants, these historical stud-
ies provide a diversity and depth to the history of France and its peoples.®

The attention to foreign immigration has changed the discourse about
the French nation—a most important consequence. Migration, in the
words of Laure Teulieres, “has also been discussed in terms of the con-
cepts and models of integration in the nation-making process, accultura-
tion, adaptation, cultural differences and multiculturalism, etc. As a re-
sult, all of these notions have shaken up the ‘French model’ of integration
and challenged the traditional vision of France The working assump-
tion of national histories that has operated to the detriment of under-
standing the rich variety of peoples within each nation is on the wane, in
favor of what Dirk Hoerder, Christiane Harzig, and Adrian Schubert call
“the historical practice of diversity” Hoerder writes that “the powerful
simplification or master narrative of ‘national identity’ and ‘nation-state
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history, in longue durée perspective, hides a complex interactive past,
hides in particular the worlds the slaves made, the migrants built, the
women created”” Europe has not become a nation of distinct cultures
only in the past five decades; rather, European history is a long story of
cultural meetings and conflicts within nation and empire.

Yet as a consequence of the emerging and very fine scholarship on
international immigration, we may know more about twentieth-century
Italians or Poles in the capital city than about French provincials, as the
historian of Paris Alain Faure has observed.8 Provincials made the nation,
however. Over 120 years ago, in 1882, Ernest Renan gave the significant
and well-known address at the Sorbonne, “What Is a Nation?,” pointing
out the connections between provincials and national identity. While
calling the nation a soul, Renan also stated clearly that the nation is a
construction rather than an organic whole. A notable and controversial
figure, Renan was from the coastal Breton Cotes-d’Armor and left studies
for the priesthood in Paris in 1845 to turn to philosophy. This extraor-
dinarily pious agnostic published the widely read Vie de Jésus in 1863,
assessing Jesus as a historical figure. Virulently attacked by the church,
Renan was nonetheless selected for the Académie Frangaise and held a
chair at the College de France. Renan asserted that the nation of France
was not formed of one dynasty, race, ethnographic group, language, or
geographic unit,® noting that “all Gallic consciousness had perished by
the second century AD, and it is only from a purely scholarly perspec-
tive that, in our own days, the individuality of the Gallic character has
been retrospectively recovered.”!? He understood that the French nation
had been formed from distinct ethnic and linguistic groups, but also
believed that the melting pot had done its work by the 1880s: “A French-
man,” Renan wrote, “is neither a Gaul, nor a Frank, nor a Burgundian.
Rather he is what has emerged out of the cauldron in which, presided
over by the King of France, the most diverse elements have together been
simmering”!!

Eugen Weber agreed that the French comprised many nations, and he
made the case in Peasants into Frenchmen, as Noiriel later did, that the
state was the primary instrument of inclusion—not the “King of France,
as Renan wrote, but the Third Republic. While Weber recognized long-
standing traditions of temporary migration that brought peasants to new
fields and cities, his emphasis was on the state: The Republic built the
roads, laid out the railroads, created the primary school system, forced
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children to attend—and to speak French while they did—and then sent
young men away from home if they were conscripted into the army.!2
Although Weber did not use the analogy of the melting pot, he wrote as if
the state had the pot over a hot fire while the Third Republic was hard at
work making Frenchmen out of peasants.

In response to this somewhat dichotomous view of peasants and the
French, scholars have come forward to present a more nuanced picture of
relations between the Third Republic and the people. James Lehning
stresses the importance of the discourse about rural people by those
urban, educated citizens who defined themselves as French, both to point
out that this was a largely Parisian discourse and to argue that those who
were peasants were also French.!® The people of France—and certainly of
the France that included Bretons, Basques, Flemish, and Provengals and
would again include Alsatians and Lorrainers—did not fit easily within
the dichotomy of peasant and French because they were too complex
culturally, economically, and linguistically. “Frenchification,” concludes
the historian of the Third Republic schools Jean-Frangois Chanet, took a
more complex and twisting path than once thought.'* Although the na-
tional project of creating a French-speaking, literate, and patriotic popu-
lace required great vigor on the part of the state, as Caroline Ford demon-
strates in her study of Breton politics, Creating the Nation in Provincial
France, a subtle two-way process did the work rather than an active and
heavy-handed imposition from Paris.!® Those provincials who left home
are missing from these studies.

Scholars of migration within France have set the stage for linking
issues of internal and international migration by regarding human mobil-
ity in its own terms. Since the posthumous publication of Abel Chate-
lain’s Migrants temporaives en France in 1976 and Abel Poitrineau’s Remues
@’hommes seven years later, it has been clear that migration has been part
of French life since the old regime. Likewise, the connections between
rural migrants and city life were highlighted in the 1970s by Alain Cor-
bin’s early work Archaisme et modernite en Limousin and then by Jean-
Pierre Poussou’s Bordeausx et le sud-ouest in the subsequent decade. The
focus on Paris that began with Frangoise Raison-Jourde’s Colonie auvery-
nate de Paris in the 1970s has been both broadened and sharpened by
studies of foreigners in Paris such as Blanc-Chaléard’s Italiens dans Pest
parisien and by the masterly comparative study of the French who move
to Paris by Jean-Claude Farcy and Alain Faure, La mobilité d’une genera-
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tion de frangais. More recently, Faure followed numerous studies of the
processes that create Parisian life with a sensitive study of the housing
possibilities for newcomers, Une chambre en ville. Each of these endeavors
highlights the connections between migration and settling in Paris, open-
ing the door to a more theoretically comprehensive view of migrants in
the city that can encompass both native-born and foreigner.!

A TRIO OF NARRATIVES

This book signals a key element of “Frenchification” and national integra-
tion overlooked in many discussions—internal migration, and in this case
the migration of Bretons to Paris, and their lives in the city. The recogni-
tion of ethnic diversity which has come from attention to foreign immi-
grants allows us to turn our attention to French groups such as the
Bretons. As Teulieres writes, “in relation to the consequences of a na-
tionally centered historiography, there is a patent lack of studies which
cover the regions of origin and the settlement areas, regardless of state
frontiers”” This investigation of Bretons will have the advantage of ad-
dressing a distinct group in France, thereby weakening the barrier be-
tween studies of internal and international movement. If we are to under-
stand migration as a historical as well as global phenomenon, we must
discard the idea that different intellectual frameworks apply, and rather
strengthen and emphasize the common intellectual frameworks, instead
of separating migrants depending on whether or not they cross an inter-
national border. We should employ widely applicable theories and con-
cepts, any of which work at the group level, attending to such phenomena
as migration systems, networks, and migrants’ demographic traits.

To write migration histories that include groups like the Bretons or
Basques is to take up the opportunity to relate studies of internal migra-
tion to those of inclusion and exclusion from the nation, and to scrutinize
the role of the state as an instrument of inclusion as well as exclusion. We
must give up the widespread idea that the state is only active in matters of
transnational emigration and immigration, even though when scholars
turn to migration politics, they usually do so to investigate international
migration.'® Yet inclusion and exclusion work at the same time. Indeed,
just as the French state was seeking to identity, regulate, and exclude for-
eigners with registration laws, employment restrictions, and citizenship
laws between 1889 and 1899, it was taking inclusive measures as well.
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Scholarship and family lore have demonstrated how children were being
encouraged, if not coerced, and taught to use the national language in
schools. The most acute memory in many quarters is one of loss. As Mona
Ozouf writes, “The French school tried to persuade little Basques, Bre-
tons or Catalans that the renunciation of their original identity, stamped
with insurmountable inferiority, would be the price to pay for their eman-
cipation”!* Moreover, French-language newspapers were disseminated
more than ever before, and conscripts and schoolchildren both learned
loyalty and the national language.?® This inclusion was experienced as
something of a rough one but it was nonetheless a state-inspired effort.
Inclusion and exclusion were two sides of the same process that produced
both loyal French people and foreigners. Here the forces of inclusion and
exclusion created different possibilities for Bretons than for foreigners in
twentieth-century Paris.

This book investigates and explicates the view of Bretons as outsiders
to French culture and society on one hand and part of the French nation
on the other; it creates the opportunity to see how some characteristics
and patterns of behavior of distinct internal migrant groups like the Bre-
tons set them apart. These include use of the Celtic Breton language,
extraordinarily faithful religious practice, distinctive coloring (in particu-
lar their light hair),, work as unskilled laborers and domestic servants, and
self-identity. At the same time, internal migrants have much in common
with transnational immigrant outsiders in the ways they are treated by
members of the host society. One unfortunate tendency in the last two
decades, noted by many scholars, novelists, and journalists, has been
to identify newcomers by their culture and religion and to see them
as people who cannot be assimilated.?! And here, historical memory is
short. In The Immigrant Threat Leo Lucassen shows that our contempo-
rary views of migration underestimate the suffering of newcomers in the
past and overestimate that of their counterparts today.2> We ignore or
misunderstand the situation of past migrants—particularly those who
move within their own nation like the Bretons, who were derided for
their religion and language. This is not a new phenomenon.

Migration scholars are increasingly taking a global perspective and
seeking to understand large-scale and long-term continuities and dis-
continuities in migration patterns. To these ends, two outstanding his-
tories of world migration have been published in the last few years: Dirk
Hoerder’s Cultures in Contact and Patrick Manning’s Migration in World
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History.?3 The broadest works on migration depend on detailed case stud-
ies for the micro- and meso-level information that explains much about
the experience of human migration. These studies are most useful when
the experience of one group is situated in several broader histories, as
is the experience of the Bretons—participants in the “First Empire” in
North America; soldiers, nuns, settlers, and priests of the French empire
in Africa; latecomers to the capital city at the peak of urbanization; and
now skilled entrepreneurs in the global market for luxury dining. I will
frame the Bretons who go to Paris in these global contexts.

This book joins three historical narratives, the first of which is the story
of inclusion and exclusion that produces national identity, as discussed
above. The second narrative relates the role of the Bretons of Paris to the
long-term history of the labor force. We have understood for some years
that the history of urban workers is also the history of proletarianization,
since in many regions the industrialization of the city came on the heels of
the deindustrialization of the countryside and the loss of property for
peasant and artisan alike, making the property-less most likely to join
the urban labor force.?* Students of this narrative have traced the en-
try into waged labor of rural people; some have explored the key role
played by domestic service in the lives of newcomers to the city, particu-
larly women.?> Scholars see domestic service as temporary employment—
normally either a life-cycle stage or a mode of entry into urban life. It is
atavistic because live-in servants who receive room and board as part of
their pay are on call and dependent on their employers in ways atypical of
the modern workforce. Until the 1970s domestic service was on the wane
as waged labor became the norm, but with the increased entry into the
labor force of married women, in combination with new waves of immi-
grant women, this occupation has come to be part and parcel of the
twenty-first-century labor force in Europe and North America.?¢ The
Breton labor force in Paris during the Third Republic was varied, but in
general it included domestic servants, unskilled day laborers, skilled la-
borers, and white-collar workers. Over time, Bretons moved into more
secure waged work, marking a point in labor history that comes under
our purview. In our own time the landscape is changing yet again, as
employment is moving beyond the age of secure wage labor that flow-
ered after the Second World War. As Geoff Eley points out, “Today the
social relations of work are being drastically transformed in the direction
of the new low-wage, semi-legal, and deregulated labour markets of a
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mainly service-based economy increasingly organized in complex trans-
national ways.” In the present, “new forms of the exploitation of labour
have been accumulating around the growing prevalence of minimum-
wage, dequalified and deskilled, disorganized and deregulated, semi-legal
and migrant labour markets, in which workers are systemically stripped
of most forms of security and organized protections”?” In this book we
meet the Bretons as they move from agricultural and small-town work
toward more secure and protected occupations in the twentieth-century
city, occupations albeit currently on the wane.

These Bretons also characterize a particular phase in the history of the
people of Paris, the third narrative. They highlight a paradox about that
history best articulated by Louis Chevalier, who depicted a city with lively
and distinct regional subcultures in the mid- to late nineteenth century in
La formation de ln population parisienne. In the better-known and noto-
rious Dangerous Classes and Laboving Classes in Paris duving the First Half
of the Nineteenth Century, first published in the late 1950s, he portrayed a
city which devoured newcomers by reducing them to poverty, criminal
degradation, and sexual misery.?8 This vision of historical Paris has been
remarkably sturdy, despite the work of fine historians whose systematic
research contradicts Chevalier’s image of newcomers.?” The sources em-
ployed by Chevalier—such as doctors’ reports and bourgeois fiction—
depict Bretons in direly negative terms. Indeed Bretons come off very
badly in all portrayals, including Chevalier’s first book, in which, as noted
earlier, they are called “the pariahs of Paris,” and in Raison-Jourde’s fine
study of Auvergnats in Paris, in which the Bretons are set up as a contrast
with the successful migrants from the Central Highlands.3® They fare
poorly even in the most fair-minded study of Parisian mortality.3! In these
depictions Bretons are the exception proving the rule that newcomers do
quite well. This book is a corrective: it attends to the integration of
newcomers over time, examining the image and realities of Bretons in the
hierarchy of Paris over a period of some fifty years in the life of the Third
Republic.

Remarkable changes in both image and reality mark this period, and
the lives of Bretons changed dramatically from their days as domestics in
the city and day laborers in the industrial banliene of Saint-Denis. Time, as
Nancy Green has pointed out, is a key element in studies of integration
and assimilation; historians’ and sociologists’ time frames have shaped
their assessment of the success of newcomers.32 This historian’s study will
give Bretons a half-century of time.
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Neither time nor space is a simple entity in historical studies of move-
ment. It is very difficult to know when individual migrants arrived or
how long they remained—or even whether they remained. In the past
twenty years it has become apparent that historical migrations are not
necessarily marked by a single move. On the contrary, fruitful records
outside France and nuanced readings of French information have made it
clear that people often move not just once, but many times and also back
and forth between two or more destinations.3? And the rural exodus, seen
as most problematic in the interwar period and again after the Second
World War, is not the historical reality that was once imagined. Paul-
André Rosental has capped recent scholarship showing that the coun-
tryside is not static but alive with human mobility, and that the French
did not leave rural areas en masse in response to crises.3* The Bretons
pose a special problem because they were apparently newcomers at a
given time—beginning to move to Paris in large numbers only during the
Third Republic—and because they were notorious for retaining country
ways. In many cases this generation was the first to live in an urban area.
Consequently, Bretons of these years look like quintessential “rubes” or
country bumpkins, newcomers fresh from the countryside. What grain of
truth there is to this—and how it may have changed—is part of this book.

Bretons in Paris also join the new global histories of migration cen-
tered in Europe. Those Bretons who, along with other French people
from the provinces, joined urban life during the Third Republic and after
the Second World War contributed to the growing urban population;
they were part of the urbanization of the highly developed countries in
Western Europe. It was these French (and other Europeans) who be-
came the city’s secure workers, shopkeepers, artisans, white-collar work-
ers, and elites. Although this history emphasizes Bretons’ initial decades
in Paris, over time they took on the white-collar and skilled positions,
leaving a vacuum in positions such as those of terrassier, construction
worker, domestic servant, and hospital aide that would be filled in turn by
workers from abroad. Thus the Bretons are part of the great shift from a
native-born to an immigrant labor force—especially visible in unskilled
and unattractive jobs—that has transformed Europe since the 1950s.

Although Bretons had come to Paris since the Middle Ages—and cer-
tainly during the Revolution, when a separate Breton deputation and a
Breton Club existed in 1789—the number of Bretons was small. During



10 %% Introducing the Pariabs of Yesterday

the nineteenth century they were no match for compatriots from the
Auvergne, Limousin, or Savoie, whose numbers grew to give Paris a
picturesque and hard-working rural element. In the 1830s there were only
about 11,000 Bretons in the city.3®> Mass migration to Paris came later, as I
describe below, so that by 1891 nearly 69,000 men and women from
Brittany lived in the city, and over 88,000 in the greater Paris that in-
cluded its suburbs.3¢

Distinct landscapes coexisted in the richly varied landscape of greater
Paris, and I have chosen to study two of them as sites of settlement and
potential Breton community. The first is the Fourteenth Arrondissement,
the area beside the Montparnasse railroad station where Bretons disem-
barked when they arrived; known as a Breton area, it had retained marks
of Breton institutions and even now continues to do so. The second is the
industrial banlieue of Saint-Denis, just north of the city limits, once called
“the Manchester of France” for its heavy industry and unrelieved indus-
trial landscape. Saint-Denis too had the reputation as a place for Breton
settlement, although like the Fourteenth Arrondissement it was home to
locals and newcomers from other provinces and eventually from the colo-
nies and abroad (see map 1).

Not all Bretons in Paris—no matter when they arrived—were alike, of
course. Bretons, like most newcomers, saw themselves as being from a
particular town or region, from the Trégorrois in the Cotes-d’Armor or
the Cornouaille in the Finistere; it was at their destination that they took
on or were assigned the more general identity of Breton. I have sought to
pay special attention to several points of distinction among them, the first
of which is gender. In the realities of the labor force, Breton men an
experience quite different from that of women, since most jobs in Paris
were gender-specific. Moreover, and more visibly, the reputation and
image of Breton women was distinct from that of men—each humiliating
in its own way, despite the common image of the unsophisticated rural
newcomer. Moreover, Breton men and women perceived and articulated
their urban experience differently.

That experience also depended on where one was from, because Brit-
tany itself has never been homogeneous. In the first years of mass migra-
tion to Paris the département of the Cotes-d’Armor to the north sent the
most newcomers to Paris of the five départements of Brittany, giving way
to migration from the Finistere to the west and the Morbihan to the
south only by the 1920s. Yet the most crucial distinction among Bretons
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was whether they were from “Basse Bretagne” (lower Brittany, farther
from Paris, where the Celtic Breton language was spoken) or “Haute
Bretagne” (upper Brittany, closer to Paris, and home to the French dia-
lect of Gallo rather than to a distinct language). The majority of Bretons
who moved from the Cotes-d’Armor to Paris during the Third Republic
came from the inland, western half of the department, which was Breton-
speaking and Bas-Breton. The Finistere at the tip of the peninsula is alto-
gether in lower Brittany, as is most of the Morbihan. As Marc Dutertre
wisely notes, the distinction between Basse Bretagne and Haute Bretagne
is one of experience, of the spoken language, that does not correspond to
any administrative unit. And the definition of Haute Bretagne is purely a
negative one, because it is the area where Breton is not spoken.3”
Breton—evolved from the language of the British conquerors of the late
Middle Ages—was never spoken in eastern Brittany but remained the lan-
guage of western Brittany and had an especially long life in rural areas,
where according to the Breton scholar Fanch Broudig the majority of the
adult population was monolingual until 1914.38 Village children learned
French in the schools of the Republic.?* Urban people learned French
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throughout Brittany. The departments of the Ille-et-Vilaine and the Loire-
Atantique (including many of the largest cities of Brittany, the provincial
capital of Rennes, and the port cities of Nantes and Saint-Malo) make up
the lion’s share of upper Brittany, linguistically and culturally closer to
national norms than lower Brittany.* Language scholars confirm earlier
impressions that there are two Brittanys because the language frontier
separates two peoples—the “real Bretons,” with a distinct language, more
rural culture and folkways, and greater isolation from the rest of the
metropole, from the upper Bretons, who more closely resemble other
provincial French. At the same time, they confirm that the linguistic
frontier has a transient quality and that Breton continues to be spoken and
understood in rural areas, in the cities of Brittany, and also in cities where
Bretons gather, including Paris.*! The distinction between upper and
lower Brittany is important enough that I mention it throughout this
book as I discuss the origins of Bretons in Paris (see map 2). The Bretons
in greater Paris—men and women from town and country, upper and
lower Brittany—have much to demonstrate about how “diversity occurs
and operates

The Bretons’ lives in the city and Parisians’ views of Bretons—as these
evolved across the history of the Third Republic—constitute my focus.
One major source of information about the fortunes of newcomers is the
Actes de Mariage of Bretons in Paris, because for Bretons—especially for
relative newcomers in their twenties—weddings were a major Parisian
event, whether or not they resulted from a Parisian courtship. The wed-
ding records are far from a perfect source, for the many reasons discussed
in the Appendix, but they reveal a good bit: they situate brides, grooms,
witnesses, and parents—if still living—in a specific neighborhood of Paris,
in the Paris basin, or beyond, and in the local economy. And the records
give a social context to Bretons in Paris by revealing informal social ties.

For more direct reportage I have turned to the rare published family
memoirs of Breton migrants to Paris: one of Yvonne Yven, who arrived in
Paris in 1882 from the Finistere; the other of Francois Michel and Marie
Lepioufle, who arrived over twenty years later from the Morbihan. Each
memoir is told through the eyes of a son who gathered family documents
and took care to relate a detailed story. Although the sons, like other
family authors, may not reply to precisely the questions that I would ask,
they wrote about their parents’ work, family, and social contacts, as well
as how their parents felt about their Parisian lives. These memoirs are
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colored by family feeling, and so they lack the regimented quality of a
sociologist’s survey, but they nonetheless provide valuable insight into
the Breton experience in Paris. The memoir of Emma Girard, who came
to Paris from the Cotes-d’Armor in the mid-1920s, provides a more direct
expression of this experience, although like all life writings, it is an out-
come of Girard’s own perspective. Interviews by Francoise Cribier, Alain
Faure, Catherine Omnes, and Didier Violain, as well as those by Guy
Barbichon and Patrick Prado, yield the words of newcomers in response
to direct questions about their experiences of migration and life in greater
Paris; these allow us to hear the voices of Bretons who arrived after the
Great War.®3 T am aware, as Paul-André Rosental has indicated, that
the focus on the individual migrant carries the risk of reversing what he
calls “the black legend” of misery and failure, transforming this legend
into an equally schematic image of triumph. We will see that a core
narrative of failure was often assigned to Bretons, but the individual
experience visible in memoirs and marriage records can nonetheless give
life to the full range of experience without whitewashing the difficulties of
migrant life.**

The social networks of migrants provide crucial aid—aid highlighted
by Charles Tilly’s typology of networks, which elucidated especially the
chain migration that connects origins to specific destinations where com-
patriots gather. Scholars understand that networks of contact are the
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linchpin of success for newcomers and the material from which migration
systems, whether local, national, or transnational, are made. Durable
networks accrue the resources that have been identified as social capital by
Pierre Bourdieu. Yet as we shall see, not everyone travels to join a sup-
portive network that can offer protection and employment. Many new
arrivals lack contacts, arrive with only general information about employ-
ment, and then form contacts and friendships after arrival, relying on
what Mark Granovetter calls “the strength of weak ties” Although social
capital is often used to characterize what newcomers possess or can ac-
quire, marriage records allow a more refined view that can distinguish
longstanding and new relationships, neighbors and kin.*®

Research based on these sources suggests that state policies only pro-
vide part of the explanation for the integration of newcomers. Because
Bretons were French and crossed no international border at which their
papers were checked, they could gain entry to Paris, but their community,
networks, friendships, and employment depended on human ties and
economic opportunity. In the words of Paul-André Rosental, a host of
considerations “between macro and micro” were at work.*® The state
played a role, as it does today, but human and economic factors went a
long way toward shaping the life of the newcomer, and in the long run
lifting the label of pariah from the Breton.



CHAPTER ONE

Contexts

Although Paris is the focus of this book, it was not the sole

destination of Breton émigrés. Bretons had a history of de-
partures abroad and a shorter but important history of moving within
France, which along with Brittany itself provides a crucial context for the
late-nineteenth-century mass movements to Paris.

BRETONS IN THE WORLD

The people of Brittany had long moved over ocean and sea to the west-
ern and southern hemispheres. Although Bretons represented insular
provincials to Parisians during the Third Republic, international con-
tacts and emigration have marked this region since late antiquity and the
early Middle Ages. Bretons from Saint-Malo and Nantes were among the
medieval navigators who traded with northern Europe. The sugar and
slave traders of Nantes and the coastal traders faded in the nineteenth
century, but fishing remained important; men fished for cod and tuna on
the high seas, for sardines off the south coast, and for local fish along the
west and north coasts of Brittany, where fisherman and peasant were not
entirely separate. In addition, over three-quarters of naval officers and
sailors in 1890 were Breton, not counting apprentices and cabin-boys.
In the words of the historian Gérard Le Bouédec, “the sailor belongs
to global society””! The maritime traditions of Brittany directed emigra-
tions from France across the Atlantic in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Many parts of coastal Brittany were part of a maritime culture
and economy that lined the Atlantic and North Sea coasts, essential to the
history of Breton mobility. These areas “belonged to an outwardly turned
and mobile sector of French society” that sent men abroad.?
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Yet the history of emigration from France is less clear or complete for
the French than for other Europeans. This is partly because French emi-
gration was neglected by historians until recently.? Publications since 1985
include case studies of the French in Algeria, the United States, and
Canada, as well as Annick Foucrier’s study of the French in California and
a history of Alsatians in the United States.* In addition, the “administra-
tive construction of the ¢migré” reveals that the French state long dis-
couraged emigration and was somewhat hostile to those who chose to
leave for the New World. It promoted and encouraged migration to
Algeria, however—without great success.® Finally, in the old regime émi-
grés were understood by the French to be criminal and immoral, “a
random sweeping of rogues and sluts” This reputation persisted even
though only a small proportion of émigrés were criminals and France did
not export prisoners on a large scale as did the British, for example.®

Some Bretons went to the West Indies in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, leaving via Nantes or Saint-Malo after having journeyed
from a smaller town or village. Migration to the West Indies carried the
possibility of quick fortunes, and to be “rich as a creole” was a byword for
splendour in France.” In the century after 1632 the vast majority of emi-
grants departing from Nantes were headed for the Caribbean.® The most
fortunate, like the family of Pierre Dieudonné Dessalles that left Brittany
in the mid-seventeenth century, became successful sugar planters and
notables while some, including Dessalles, took on a creole identity.” Men
like Dessalles were few among Bretons, since Breton ports turned to the
Atlantic more than to the Caribbean; moreover, the Haitian revolt of 1791
severely attenuated these fortunes.

In the eighteenth century northern Brittany sent many men abroad as
fishermen and sailors for the merchant marine, which depended on the
market for salted cod. They quickly turned to Canada, where the small
French settlement on {le Royale (now Cape Breton Island) was over one-
quarter Breton in 1734; these were fishermen and navigators, but also men
in the building trades, commerce, and the priesthood. In the 17508 many
Malouins moved into the Acadian settlement.!® The northern Breton port
of Saint-Malo was more oriented toward New France in Canada than
toward the Mediterranean, unlike La Rochelle and Bordeaux to the south.
Nonetheless, the number of French settlers in the eighteenth-century
colonies was relatively small; in 1754 there were only 55,101 French inhabi-
tants in the most populous colony, Canada.!!
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Leslie Choquette has demonstrated that French migration to Quebec
was far different from what scholars had thought, because it was not the
movement of permanent settlers who arrived from their home village.
Rather the Breton migration to New France was seasonal, temporary,
and often part of a series of moves from villages to port towns and on to
Quebec—and then back to France. Choquette and Peter Moogk concur
that during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the work of over-
seas Bretons was part of widespread French temporary and seasonal mi-
gration both within France and beyond its borders, and that the un-
employed in port cities were most likely to sign on for trips to North
America.!? Bretons figured heavily among the thirty thousand or more
Old Regime French migrants who went to Quebec and most of all among
those who did not stay.!®> Many had already moved within Brittany, to
Nantes or Saint-Malo. And these were men: bretonnes rarely made this
trip, since the women who settled in Canada, the filles du roi who were
sent to provide brides for French men, were recruited primarily from the
Hopital Général of Paris.!* Recruitment and labor contracts were neces-
sary to get the French to Canada, and even this movement was cut off by
the British victory in the French and Indian War of 1754-63.

All of these migrations were, however, small in number. It was not
until Bretons joined the well-known emigrants in French political his-
tory, the Royalist “émigrés” who were enemies of the government during
the revolutionary period, that they departed in large numbers. Because
Brittany is bound by the sea and emigration requires no border crossing,
and because of the state of revolt and civil war during the Revolution, it is
difficult to know the precise volume of political emigration. Nonetheless,
Donald Greer’s tireless research of every département of France demon-
strates that Breton départements were among those that sent many émi-
grés abroad—the Coétes-d’Armor (over 2,500), the Finistere (2,000),
Tlle-et-Vilaine (2,000), the Loire-Atlantique (1,700), and the Morbihan
(1,300).15

In the nineteenth century Bretons were attached to the mission of the
church worldwide. As James Daughton has pointed out, “a century after
the Revolution had inflicted a dizzying blow to Catholicism, the Third
Republic boasted an apostolic system with the recourse to recruit, train,
place, and support missionary work on six continents”—and Bretons
were crucial to this effort.!® The primary fundraising organization was
the Oecuvre de la Propagation de la Foi, whose Annales gave the faithful a
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missionary’s-eye view of the world; notably, 6,500 copies a year were
published in the Breton language in the 1890s, a figure that only dipped
slightly by the time of the Great War.1” Breton priests were important
among the settlers in Canada, and they were also key to France’s mission
in nineteenth-century Africa. Orders such as the Freres de Ploérmel “as-
sured public instruction to Senegalese youth in contact with French colo-
nial authorities” According to a history of the order, “State employees,
the brothers were nonetheless, first and foremost, missionaries of the gos-
pel and men of the church, with an open attitude and in dialogue with
Islam, the primary religion of their students.”!8 In 1836 the minister of the
colonies contacted the prefect of the Morbihan, who wrote to the founder
of the order, brother of the famed Catholic author Robert de Lammenais
from Saint-Malo, to suggest that the order take on primary education
in the colonies. Thus began the engagement of the order in the An-
tilles, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Guyana, St. Pierre and Miquelon, and
then Senegal. Between November 1841 and 1904, 174 brothers worked in
Saint-Louis and the Island of Gorée—and then other coastal towns of
Dakar and Rufisque—beginning with the arrival of Brother Euthyme, a
thirty-year-old Breton, and Brother Heraclien, a creole from Martinique.
By April 1842 the two had 110 students.!® Over the course of the nine-
teenth century the Freres de Ploérmel sent over eleven hundred priests
abroad, among which Bretons were eager participants. For example,
when eight teachers were called for to replace those killed by the epidemic
of 1867 in Saint-Louis, four hundred Bretons volunteered.?°

Regular orders, missionary orders, and smaller orders of every kind
recruited successfully in Brittany and sent members to China, Indochina,
South and North America (including the United States), the Caribbean,
South Sea Islands, and Africa. Many of the Jesuits in China were from
Brittany, for example, and Bretons accounted for over half the Trappists
who founded a monastery in Algeria and planted the first French vines
there in the 1840s. The Soeurs de Saint-Joseph de Cluny, who taught with
the Freres de Ploérmel in Senegal, worked as teachers and nurses in
Africa, Asia, Oceania, and the Americas. Among them was the nurse and
administrator Marie Dédié, from near Brest in the Finistere, who ar-
ranged marriages for her charges in Brazzaville; described as a “valiant
little Breton™ and the “little mother of the Congo,” Dédié was honored by
the Académie Frangaise in about 1913 and the Legion of Honor in 1927.
The Filles de la Charité de Saint-Vincent de Paul sent 245 bretonnes to
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Asia, Africa, and the Americas between 1850 and 1910, among them Her-
mine Simon-Suisse, sister of the statesman and reformer Jules Simon;
born in Lorient in the Morbihan, she died in Lima, where she worked in a
mental hospital between 1856 and 1880. In all an estimated twelve thou-
sand Bretons worked abroad as missionaries for the Catholic church
between 1800 and 1990. As important as these men and women were to
their families, the church, and French colonial efforts, they were few in
number compared with those who went to Paris.?!

Bretons also supplied bodies to the imperial settlements in Algeria,
although considerable efforts to recruit fishermen and farmers to North
Africa (not simply Algeria, but also Tunisia and Morocco) did not have
great success. Like the seventeen boatloads of Parisians sent to Algeria as
part of the relief of the economic and political crisis of 1848, Bretons met
with a hard reality that contradicted any ideas of a tropical paradise.??
The founding of the Société Bretonne de Colonisation en Algérie by
M. Auguste Ronciere of the Cotes-d’Armor was among the efforts to
attract Bretons. Ronciere’s idea was to recruit rural religious families,
with the goal of implanting Catholicism in North Africa. The deputy
from Saint-Brieuc, le Comte de Champagny, had the same idea when he
declared in 1853 that “no emigrant can offer greater aptitude for coloniza-
tion than the Breton farmer. A Breton colony would carry to the African
soil the image of the fatherland and its simple and religious ways23
These schemes did not enjoy significant success, and perhaps for this
reason, in the 1890s the state tried to lure settlers with free passage and
one hundred francs per man (two hundred per household), plus ten
francs a month for lodging. Bretons moved to the coastal towns of An-
naba, Skikda, and Collo; in 1891 an entrepreneur in Concarneau opened a
sardine cannery and curing facility in Skikda. Most successfully, just after-
ward the governor general opened three seaside villages within thirty-five
kilometers of Algiers. Finally, after 1904 free lands were offered to poor
French settlers who would live on and farm the land, and similar efforts
were made to settle Breton fisherman.?*

Emigrants saw more promise in the western hemisphere, so despite
government discouragement hundreds of thousands of French departed
in the nineteenth century, especially to Argentina (the destination for
nearly 227,000 between 1857 and 1924.), the United States (nearly 492,000
between 1820 and 1924), and Canada. Others went to Mexico.?® The
nearby sea offered an exit to adventuresome Bretons. When the handloom
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weavers of Brittany lost the New World market for their goods in the face
of competition from Silesia, Saxony, and England and high tariffs in the
early nineteenth century, one of their choices was to join the crews of
whaling boats. It was by this means that Joseph Leroy from the Morbihan
got to Monterey, California, in the 1830s, where he abandoned ship, along
with the weaver’s son Vincent Louis Saget from the Cotes-d’Armor. Bret-
ons in early California like these two—each born near a port town—seem
to have sold their labor at sea as part of a young man’s way out, rather
than part of a collective movement.?® Small groups of Bretons from the
Finistere set out for Montevideo, at the mouth of the Plata River in
Uruguay, including a young hat maker and a sixty-four-year-old merchant
with his wife and two daughters in March 1854. The same year five men in
the building trades sailed for Lima. The following year a group of fifteen
men in all trades, the majority in their twenties, left for Tova Island off the
coast of Argentina.?” A pharmacist and a proprietaire set out to do business
in New York, a teacher to Boston. Destinations were scattered from New
York to Patagonia for these small groups of emigrants.

This was true at least until news of the California Gold Rush reached
France. Coming in 1848, at a time when the European economies were at
a nineteenth-century nadir, the Gold Rush brought Europeans, men, in
the main, to the West Coast of the United States, which also attracted
men from China, Mexico, Latin America, Australia, and New Zealand.
The French, by and large in their twenties and thirties, numbered over
ten thousand. These included some three thousand out-of-work Parisian
men and women transported in a shadowy lottery scheme—or at least
those who survived the long journey around Cape Horn in seventeen
sailing vessels.?® By 1860, when they first appeared in the U.S. federal
census, nearly 8,500 French remained in the state. A good number of
Bretons came along, like the cultivatenr Jean Le Berre from the village of
Plogonnec in the Finistere, twenty-four, who declared himself an emi-
grant and struck out for California in 1856.2°

Canada remained a privileged destination for Bretons into the twen-
tieth century, offering an attractive alternative to the poverty of Brit-
tany.3® The islands of St.-Pierre and Miquelon, just south of Newfound-
land, continued to be destinations after Argentina faded as an attraction
at the end of the 1880s. The French increasingly headed west, especially to
Manitoba and after 1900 to Saskatchewan.3! The parish of Saint-Brieux
was founded north of Saskatoon in Saskatchewan by Bretons in 1904,
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when twelve hundred seasonal fishermen and three hundred other emi-
grants made a forty-three-day trip from Saint-Malo to Prince Albert.32
But as the dire warnings to prefects in correspondence from Paris indi-
cated, life across the Atlantic was fraught with danger and the threat of
failure.33 Thus the sudden death of the pioneer Joseph Bélébuic after two
years in St.-Brieux, Saskatchewan, for example, necessitated help for his
widow and four young children (one born after his death), who could
only survive if they returned in 1912 to Douarnenez, where the widow
could open a maison des modes and work with her three nieces and the help
of a faithful maid. Madame Bélébuic, like many Bretons, had relatives
who had left for other shores; she had a brother in the colonies, a Pere du
St. Esprit who had officiated at her wedding in France in 1907 and was in
the French colony of Gabon when she returned to France.3* Bretons
continued to come to Canada throughout the twentieth century: during
the interwar period, when the United States closed its doors almost com-
pletely, Canada was where most of the 16,200 French emigrants settled.3®

Thus Bretons, as part of an outward-looking, mobile sector of French
society, participated in France’s global activities—as seamen in early North
Sea trade, as sailors and aspiring planters in the Caribbean, as settlers in
what would become Canada’s Maritime Provinces and prairies, and in
Latin America and the United States, from coast to coast. Bretons were
part of the civilizing missions of the French state and the Catholic church,
as well as of fishing and whaling fleets, worldwide.

Many returned to Brittany, and even more aspired to return. This
Breton (but not uniquely Breton) strategy of traveling the ocean rather
than sticking to land may have been part of the reason why Jean-Marie
Déguignet, who called himself a man of the soil in his autobiography
Memoives un paysan bas breton, could be a seafaring Breton soldier and
world traveler but still think of himself as a peasant. Déguignet was born
into the family of an agricultural laborer not far from Quimper in 1834
and was begging at ten and working as a shepherd at seventeen before he
entered military service in the Breton port of Lorient. From there the
military sent him to fight in the Crimean War, to Jerusalem (where he lost
his faith), to fight against Italy in 1859 and Algeria in 1861, and then to
take part in the “ignoble and criminal intervention” in Mexico; he then
returned to farm in the Finistere and descend into poverty and psychiatric
incarceration before his death at the age of seventy-one in 1905.3¢ Yet he
called himself a Breton peasant. This Breton, lauded and published to
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wide acclaim nearly a century after his death, is understood to have em-
bodied regional culture despite his wide travels; he also demonstrates the
capacity for multiple and ambiguous identities.

BRETONS MOVE WITHIN FRANCE

Bretons did not migrate much within France before the mid-nineteenth
century, however. Unlike the famous Limousins, Auvergnats, and Savoy-
ards, who established a presence in Paris in the eighteenth century and the
early nineteenth, Bretons did not enter the history of Paris as a group, nor
were they engaged in large-scale migration repertoires. Certainly there
was little demand for migrant labor within Brittany as elsewhere along
the Atlantic coast—and there was little temporary migration, particularly
in comparison with the mountainous regions of France that sent people
out annually.?” In addition, before about 1850 the Breton customs and
mentalités kept people at home. Brittany, especially the westernmost dé-
partement of the Finistere, was “the most stay-at-home in Europe,” ac-
cording to its prefect. “The Breton male,” Gabriel Désert intoned, “lived
apart from interregional human exchange”38 The great historian of tem-
porary migration Abel Chatelain attributes this tendency to Breton mi-
sogyny that demands keeping the woman at home and out of sexual
danger, as in Corsica, but also to women’s practice of weaving and doing
other necessary work at home such as caring for the farm, the children,
and the elderly. However, “even Bretonnes,” he noted, eventually came to
Paris to work as domestics.3?

As farm workers began to leave temporarily or permanently before the
First World War, scholars concerned with Brittany articulated the nation-
wide concern with the rural exodus in a number of important writings,*°
culminating in the law dissertation of the Breton Georges Le Bail, de-
fended in Paris in November 1913. Le Bail placed himself in the company
of scholars like Emile Vandervelde, the Belgian socialist whose long polit-
ical life included the presidency of the Second International in 1900, and
who published Lexode rural et le vetour aux champs in 1903.41 Le Bail
described temporary and permanent emigration from the Finistcre in
great detail, and did so with an explicit point of view. These words of the
Breton poet Auguste Brizeux followed the dedication of the dissertation:

Oh, I tell you, never leave
The doorstep where you played as a child.



Contexts #% 23

Never leave the doorstep,
Die in the house where your mother died. 2

Brittany is in crisis, Le Bail asserted; it is in a period of adaption, of
struggle between the elements from the routines of the past and those
reforming and scientific elements that the present brings.*? His presenta-
tion of the temporary and permanent emigrations and their causes are
cloaked in a hope to reverse the process. The dissertation ends in a reverie
that has nearly the tone of a hallucination, as Le Bail dreams that the
children of Brittany will desert Paris and return to the fields. It is worth
taking in: “May they return! May they take, one evening, one of those
trains that leaves the Gare Montparnasse for Brittany, and when the night
has passed, when the great cities are far away, as the locomotive glides
lightly along the rails across the Breton countryside, when the first dawn
begins, the Mother Earth will suddenly appear before their astonished
eyes, still enveloped in the blue fog of spring dawn, the fertile earth, the
indulgent earth, forgiving of their abandonment, offering her fecund and
rich loins to the labors of their arms?#* Le Bail, and those who shared his
interests, saw the extraordinarily high fertility of Brittany as one of the
virtues that separated it from the rest of France. The birth rate for France
was 207 per 10,000 inhabitants in 1909, and about 270 for the Finistere at
the same time. The international comparison is telling of France’s un-
usually low birthrate and growing pronatalism; the rate was 486 in Rus-
sia, 350 in Austria, 335 in Germany, 275 in England, and 260 in Sweden. In
a proposal for assistance to large families, the deputy from the Finistere
M. Argeli¢s pointed out that had France had the birthrate of the Finistere
since 1871—year of the shameful defeat at the hands of the Germans—
France would have a population of 53 million rather than 39 million.
Finistere, like the rest of Brittany, was seen to be gifted with “perpetual
increase.” If only France would follow its example.*®

When Bretons left home before the Great War, some headed for the
sea. In addition to the kinds of overseas travel and settlement described
above, Bretons worked as fishermen, supplying the regional markets as
well as sardine canneries on the coast. For example, by 1906-7, of the
216,642 men who made their living from the sea, over 45,500 were from
the Finistere, France’s westernmost département.*® Aside from those who
went to the North Atlantic for cod, this work did not take men from
home, as did panning for gold in California or working in Argentina.
Nonetheless, fishing was dangerous work. The navy, however, did take
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men away from home, and Bretons were more likely than other French-
men to join the navy. Le Bail contended that nearly a quarter of naval
conscripts in France, and virtually all the naval volunteers, were from the
Finistere. Likewise, the young men of the Cotes-d’Armor were more
likely than non-Bretons to go into the navy.*”

The kinds of seasonal work that enlivened the fields in the nineteenth
century took some Bretons abroad, especially those who lived in the
northwest of the peninsula. The farming and marketing of primenrs (deli-
cious spring vegetables such as peas, onions, potatoes, and artichokes)
took Bretons from St.-Pol-de-Léon to England, as well as to the cities of
Brittany and to Paris. Strawberries from Daoulas, just east of Brest, were
marketed in England.*® A very well-organized contingent from around
the northwestern commune of Roscoff—some twelve hundred at the
beginning of the twentieth century—packaged and sold onions along the
south coast of England between July and January. This hard-working
contingent of traders formed a small English-speaking and tea-drinking
subculture near the tip of Brittany.** With the exception of pockets of
people from Roscoff headed for England and agricultural workers in
Jersey, however, there was little maritime emigration by the turn of the
century.>®

As elsewhere, the cities of Brittany drew upon people from the sur-
rounding region—in the words of Jean-Pierre Poussou, the “demographic
basin”®! Among these was the provincial capital of Rennes. Nantes, the
seaport on the Loire (Loire-Atlantique) and the sixth-largest city of
France in 1851, grew to 96,000 at its peak. Brest (Finistcre), at the tip of
the peninsula, was the eleventh-largest city at the same time. Bretons left
the countryside beginning with a crisis in the rural textile industry in the
1830s that forced them to flee the villages of the Ille-et-Vilaine and the
Cotes-d’Armor for Rennes and the Loire-Atlantique, where Nantes and
Saint-Nazaire offered employment.>? Young women went to large towns
such as Brest and Lorient in the Finistere, where they could find work
as servants or wet nurses and make higher wages than they could closer
to home.53

After 1850 a pair of changes began to move Bretons out of their home
area en masse, a trend that transformed mobility before the outbreak of
the First World War. First of all, the railroad brought Brittany into con-
tact with the rest of France. Although regions with long traditions of
seasonal and temporary emigration on foot and by coach, like the Au-
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vergne, had sent people out for some two hundred years, it is clear that
railroads allowed easier travel for women as well as men, in addition to
returns home. For Brittany the railroad played a more fundamental role.
All signs confirm the findings of a study published in 1905 that “regular
emigration . . . could only begin when the modern means of communica-
tion made a breach in the longstanding isolation of the region . . . the two
great arteries of emigration, temporary or permanent, were the two [rail-
road] lines North and South, Brest to Rennes and Brest to Nantes”>*
The line from Paris to Nantes in southeast Brittany was completed in 1851
and extended out to Lorient on the south coast eleven years later. The line
to the provincial capital and central city of Rennes opened in 1857 and by
1865 connected the outermost city of Brest to Paris. The railroad was only
the most visible manifestation of Brittany’s opening in the nineteenth
century; nonetheless Bretons understood its importance. “You are in-
vited to attend the funeral procession for the mores, customs, language
and traditions of old Brittany. . . . The ceremony will take place tomor-
row, December 7, 1863, at the station, about three in the afternoon.”
wrote a contemporary in Quimper of the railroad’s arrival.>® And the
opening would continue, as other lines crisscrossed the province in the
following years, and narrow-gauge railroads connected Bretons in towns
of three or four thousand with national lines by about 1907.5¢ The rail-
road lines facilitated seasonal fieldwork by charging laborers for their trip
out but bringing them home without charge.>”

Second, the demand for seasonal agricultural labor outside Brittany
increased. With the end of use of the fallow, cultivated acreage increased
by a third in the Paris basin, and the scythe became the tool of choice for a
labor force that now included Flemish and Breton workers, according to
the national agricultural inquiry of 1866. They replaced the local workers
who had deserted the fields for Parisian industries and public works.
Those from the mountains stayed in the South and Southwest, where the
grape harvest was most pressing, leaving the demand for harvest labor
north of the Loire to the Bretons and Belgians. Indeed, “without the
Bretons, it would never have been possible to get the number of working
arms necessary” in some villages outside Paris. Breton agricultural work-
ers were needed in the three départements west of Paris, especially the
rich Beauce region near Chartres.® And Breton farm workers—whose
salaries were among the lowest in France—were willing to go. Nearly all
emigrants, Le Bail reported in 1913, came from the farm.>®
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By the beginning of the twentieth century Breton men were circulat-
ing throughout northwestern France. A study by Jean-Claude Farcy and
Alain Faure of the conscript class of 1880—those men born in 1860 in the
Cotes-d’Armor—reveals their itineraries. The Cotes-d’Armor, like much
of the rest of Brittany, was a primarily rural département where over two-
thirds of young men worked the land, especially those who lived inland
from the coast. More mobile than past generations, over a third of the
men in this département departed, and a quarter of those went to greater
Paris. Nonetheless, the Bretons were the least likely to live in a city of
any French group under study. Men from the poorest areas—inland parts
of the west of this department—were most likely to emigrate, and least
likely to go to a city. A marked contrast distinguished young Breton men
on the coast from those inland: coastal areas, with their rich agriculture,
maritime activities, and diversified economies, produced conscripts with
higher levels of physical health and culture, and men from the “golden
belt” on the coastline were more likely than their poorer inland com-
patriots to seek out an urban destination at some point in their lives.®

The Bretons cut a distinct figure in comparison with other provincial
men, and stood in particular contrast to two of the best-known groups of
migrants to Paris, the Limousins from the Creuse and the Auvergnats
from Cantal, each of whom had a long tradition of migration to Paris and
of working as stonemasons and in construction (the Limousins) and in
café and barkeeping (the Auvergnats).®! Brittany had a large and fertile
population, but its people were underprivileged; Breton conscripts in the
class of 1880 were on average the shortest of any group at a time when
stunted growth signaled undernourishment. The illiteracy rate of the
men born in 1860—schooled before compulsory primary education—was
the highest in the country (34 percent), because many did not know
French.%? The Limousins were rooted in a tradition of seasonal and tem-
porary stays in Paris, and in their mid-forties were likely to remain in Paris
(52 percent) and more likely to return home (28 percent) than any other
group; the Auvergnats, part of a close community in the city, were most
likely to remain in Paris (66 percent) rather than return (17 percent). By
contrast, emigrant Breton men were less likely to be in Paris than either of
these (50 percent)—but strikingly more likely than Limousins or Au-
vergnats to be in the banlieue, or suburbs (8 percent), or somewhere else in
France (17 percent), and less likely to go to a city at all. Of those who left
home in adulthood, far more Limousins and Auvergnats than Bretons
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touched down at some point in greater Paris. Generally speaking, Breton
men did not become city people: when they reached the age of forty-five,
in 1906, over three-quarters of the men under study lived in settlements
of fewer than two thousand residents; this set them apart from not only
Limousins and Auvergnats, but the other provincial men as well.®® Bret-
ons were however a bit more likely than others to travel to the colonies
and abroad, most likely to take seasonal work on the British islands of
Jersey and Guernsey and to join fishing sojourns to Saint-Pierre and
Miquelon.%*

Nonetheless, one-seventh of these Breton men did go to greater Paris
—this in contrast with the one-quarter of the men in the class of 1880 from
other areas of France.®® What set them apart in the Parisian Basin was
the tendency of Breton men to go to the banlieue of Paris, rather than to
the city itself. Even when very few were in the Paris area at the age of
twenty, the moment of conscription, over a third were in the banlieue—
presumably with their parents, because they had moved before reaching
the age of twenty. By 1906, when one-quarter of the Bretons were in
greater Paris, two-thirds of these men were in the banlieue.%¢ Of all the
newcomers to arrive from the class of 1880 from throughout France,
Bretons had the shortest stay—over a third stayed less than five years, and
one-sixth stayed for less than a year.”

Breton men moved on to other locations in northwestern France with-
out returning home. Among these were the men who stopped in the
town of Bonnicres northwest of Paris to work on a model farm, and in its
grimiest industries—a distillery, a petroleum refinery, and a glue factory.®8
From Paris they went back to the Ille-et-Vilaine, a more prosperous dé-
partement in upper Brittany, to Normandy, and particularly to the Seine-
Maritime and its primary city of Le Havre.®® The colony of Bretons that
formed in the port city of Le Havre grew with speed during the period
1875 to 1900. Numbering ten thousand in 1891 and thirty thousand a
decade later, Bretons would come to be a substantial minority of Havrais.
Bretons settled especially on the Ile Saint-Frangois in the heart of the
city—men from the Cotes-d’Armor displaced by the fall in New World
fishing and others from the inland Finistere who worked in port con-
struction, followed by customs clerks from the Morbihan, southern Fin-
istere, and Saint-Malo. Bretons in Le Havre were noticed for their accents
and language: they were said to “baragouine” because they used the
Breton words for bread (bara) and wine (gwin). Their appearance—the
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wives’ starched headwear, coiffes, and men’s garters and stockings—also
set apart the Bretons of Le Havre.”?

Although Breton men who moved to Paris to stay at the age of twenty
were as rare as “aloe in Siberia,” this was not necessarily so for towns of
the banlieue like Saint-Denis. Moreover, with “half the world is missing”
from the analysis of male migration by Farcy and Faure, theirs is a very
incomplete portrait of Breton migration, especially because the city itself
was clearly a more important destination for women than for men. The
census of 1901 reports that among Bretons living in the city limits there
were sixty-nine men for every hundred women, and among those from
the most important source of newcomers, the Cotes-d’Armor, sixty-four
men for every hundred women.”! Like nearly all cities, Paris had much to
offer women, and as in most cities women outnumbered men. Bretons
from the Cotes-d’Armor offer the extreme case.

BRITTANY

The past half-century of scholarship on Brittany reveals a unique and
heterogeneous province marked by waves of change. The work of the
noted Breton scholar Yves Le Gallo underscores the longstanding exis-
tence of “two Brittanys,” in terms not only of language but also culture
and traditions.”? Although Brittany is justifiably reputed to be among the
most Catholic of provinces, religious practice was less fervent in the cities
and some rural areas and more so in the Léon of the northern Finistere.
The faith, we shall see, was closely affiliated with the Breton language,
so that the Combes Law (1905) banning the use of Breton in the church
and teaching congregations was particularly controversial in Brittany.”
Moreover, pre-Christian Celtic practices, Druidism, and Bardism were
part of Breton culture for some men and women.”* Finally, the markers of
high fertility and illiteracy for which Brittany was well known also varied
by area.”> And they evolved, shaken by the changes wrought during the
Third Republic. “Between the Brittany of the eighteenth century and that
of the postwar period, another Brittany emerged. A Brittany that, little
by little, accepted the Republican model, knew its demographic peak,
saw its children emigrate. An agricultural Brittany that evolved toward
small holdings and improved its yields, a coastal Brittany in the throes
of change. Bref, a social universe constantly renewed to which Bretons
adapted.””® Thus whatever Parisians’ view of Brittany and Bretons, the
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region was not only heterogeneous but also an arena of change over
the course of this history. The historical anthropologist Martine Segalen
wisely warns us against the error of assuming a changeless backdrop: “Let
us not make the mistake of supposing,” she writes, “an immemorial,
frozen past””

Nonetheless, in the words of Mona Ozouf, Brittany offers the “canon-
ical example” of resistance to national integration.”® Breton regionalist
movements are part of its past—they have a rich and lively history in
Brittany that blossomed during the Third Republic—and reach to the
present. Issues of language and identity are at the heart of these move-
ments. Seated in reactions to the centralizing forces of revolutionary
Jacobinism and the triumph of the Republic after 1871, activists formed
the Union Régionaliste Bretonne in 1898 to promote political decentral-
ization and economic and cultural expansion. In the Belle Epoque a less
conservative Fédération Régionaliste de Bretagne broke off to leave reli-
gion off the table; the more religious Bleun-Brug (Heather Flower) was
founded the following year. Regionalism flowered after the Great War
and gave birth to autonomist movements such as the Union of Breton
Youth, founded in 1920, which transformed itself into the Breton Auton-
omist Party in 1927. During the interwar period some Breton activists
became more fascist in orientation and looked to Germany for confirma-
tion, but the German occupation did not recognize the claims of Breton
nationalists and showed more interest in guarding the coastline against
invasion from the west; Vichy gave little satisfaction to these groups, and
by the end of the war Breton nationalism was discredited for its fascist
associations. After the war’s end regionalism found new activism in polit-
ical, economic, and cultural life beginning in the late 1960s, continuing
with the Socialist government of the 1980s and expanding with the Euro-
pean Union.”

The famous regionalists of the Belle Epoque and interwar period that
will appear in these pages include the militant Marquis de I’Estour-
beillon, the composer and singer Théodore Botrel, and a number of
young activists, but they will not play a starring role. Three observations
lie behind this: regionalism, especially in the beginning, was an elite af-
fair. In the main, elites joined these organizations, especially the Union
Régionaliste Bretonne, whose one thousand or so members belonged
mostly to the nobility (25 percent), the priesthood (17 percent), and the
liberal professions (11 percent).8 Most of the Bretons in Paris did not
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enjoy eclite status. Second, the politics of federalism that constitute a
fundamental thread of regionalism are peripheral to this story. Like re-
gionalism in general, federalism attacks “the centralized unitary state, for
which France . . . has become the archetype” and is part of a long tradition
in French politics that is bearing fruit today.®! The Bretons in the federal-
ist movement also acted as leaders in the Paris community, and it is from
this perspective that I view them. Caroline Ford has given a thorough-
going treatment of the political relationship between Brittany and Paris as
it was played out in Brittany in Creating the Nation in Provincial France 32

Finally, the regionalism that has been highlighted by Anne-Marie
Thiesse emphasizes the desires to preserve the Breton language and cos-
tume.?? As important as these were in the context of Breton organiza-
tions, the maintenance of language and costume was not a central con-
cern of many Bretons who had moved to Paris. On the contrary, these
were a hindrance to their making their way in the city and colored how
they were viewed by urbanites. As one postwar arrival quipped, “When I
arrived, I didn’t want to speak Breton anymore, because I really needed to
learn French 84 The representation of Breton speakers and their clothing,
and of Breton culture in the International Exhibits of 1900 and 1937, was
crucial, but language and costume find less emphasis in this book. In-
deed, I open with a pioneering newcomer who came to Paris in 1882,
more concerned with a secure livelihood than with the linguistic and
sartorial marks of Breton identity.



CHAPTER TWO
A Breton Crowd in Paris

The Beginnings

Born in a bretonnant village by the north coast of the Fin-

istere in 1864, Yvonne Yven knew poverty, paternal drunken-
ness, and family discord early on. The death of her beloved mother when
she was twelve years old unleashed a chain of hardships: the displacement
of the family, her father’s remarriage and the consequent dispersal of her
siblings, and three years of inhumane employment as the servant of two
miserly dowagers. Two personal interventions rescued her from this sit-
uation. Her mother’s sister brought her to the capital city of Brest, where
she was less isolated and better fed, but constantly harassed where she
worked in a bistro. Then a new friend—a widow in her thirties—saw that
Yvonne was hired along with her, and the two traveled to Paris in 1882 as
servants of a wealthy merchant family. As her son recalled, at eighteen she
“packed her bag and joined the cohort of Br