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Introduction
The French in London: a study in time and space

Martyn Cornick

‘London has always been a city of immigrants’. Thus Peter Ackroyd, in his
‘biography’ of London, opens a chapter on the long history of immigrant
influx to the city. London was once widely known as ‘the city of nations’.
Of Joseph Addison’s remark — ‘when I consider this great city, in its several
quarters, or divisions, I look upon it as an aggregate of various nations,
distinguished from each other by their respective customs, manners, and
interests’ — Ackroyd comments that ‘the same observation could have been
applied in any period over the last 250 years'." We believe he is right in this
assertion. It is a very long history too, and one which, no doubt, over the
longue durée, helped to prepare London’s ‘secret of successful assimilation’:

Fresh generations, with their songs and customs, arrived at least as early as the
time of the Roman settlement, when London was opened up as a European
marketplace. The working inhabitants of the city might have come from
Gaul, from Greece, from Germany, from Italy, from North Africa, a polyglot
community speaking a variety of rough or demotic Latin ... By the tenth century
the city was populated by Cymric Brythons and Belgae, by the remnants of
the Gaulish legions, by East Saxons and Mercians, by Danes, Norwegians and
Swedes, by Franks and Jutes and Angles, all mingled and mingling together to

form a distinct tribe of ‘Londoners’.>

This book takes as its specific focus the French presence in London. It is
the result of a series of workshops and seminars attended by most of the
contributors, beginning in the spring of 2011’ The ‘French’ presence in
London is one whose roots may indeed be traced back to Gallo-Roman
times. This book surveys the ‘London French’' from the seventeenth
century, as it is from this time onwards that their presence, their impact
on the developing city are most clearly marked. In doing so, its intention
is to respond in some measure to a remark made by Jerry White, that

' P. Ackroyd, London: the Biography (2000), p. 701.
* Ackroyd, London, pp. 701-2.

3 See the acknowledgements above, p. xxv.



A history of the French in London

indefatigable historian of London, hidden away in an endnote in his book
London in the Eighteenth Century: “The wider French community in modern
London has yet to find its historian’.4

This book aims, then, to explore and provide elements toward a history
of the social, cultural, political and — to some extent — economic presence
of the French in London, and to examine the many ways in which this
presence has contributed to the life of the British capital. Using both a
historical and a contemporary focus, the varied exchanges that characterize
the relationship between French ‘exile’, ‘migrant’, ‘visitor’ and host city are
surveyed. As implied in Ackroyd’s remarks on the population of London,
the British capital has often provided a place of refuge and/or opportunity
to very different French men and women from across the political spectrum,
of differing religious and social beliefs, and from different social classes. The
chapters of the book examine in detail some of the well-known and less
well-known stories in the history of these disparate French incomers.

Elizabeth Randall, in heropeningchapteron ‘London’s French Protestants’,
offers a summary overview of the extraordinarily rich historiography on the
65,000 or so French-speaking Protestants who arrived in the English capital
in roughly 200 years between 1550 and 1759. By the 1630s, the number of
French-speaking residents had risen to over 1,000, but partly because of
upheavals on the continent, as many as 25,000 came between 1680 and
1700. These were the ‘Huguenots’, whose nickname, we learn, may derive
from the Hugon gate, in Tours, where Protestants would congregate. In
the important year of 1685, when France annulled the Edict of Nantes,
the British king Charles II died, leaving his Catholic brother James the
task of dealing with the sudden influx of 13,500 French people. Despite the
hostility of the House of Commons, their presence also met with favourable
reactions as their contribution was seen as beneficial for London’s future
economic standing. Thus the Huguenots brought with them the refined and
exquisite artisanal and artistic skills which have long since been associated
with them: silk-weaving, book-binding and stationery, lace-, glove- and
periwig-making, tailoring, jewellery and shoemaking. Nicaise Le Fevre,
professor of chemistry and royal apothecary, became one of the very first
French members of the Royal Society. Their invaluable contribution to the
British Enlightenment, between 1680 and 1720, is reflected in the fact that
sixteen Huguenots were elected to the Royal Society in that time. Such
artistic and intellectual skills could not help but make a major impact on
London life, and so well did they assimilate that by the end of the eighteenth
century most of the Huguenots had ceased speaking French.

+ J. White, London in the 18th Century: a Great and Monstrous Thing (2012), p. 573.
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In chapter two, Paul Boucher and Tessa Murdoch provide a tantalizing
glimpse into the life and interior of Montagu House, in Bloomsbury. This
‘French household in London, 1673-1733’, belonged to Ralph Montagu,
who had the good fortune to be appointed ambassador to the court of Louis
XIV. While in France, Montagu acquired a liking for le godit fran¢ais, a taste
and style which he brought back to London, some of which was manifest
in the 200 trunks of luxury goods and artefacts he imported. The Montagus
had established an estate in Bloomsbury, on the site of the current British
Museum. He furnished this house in the French taste with contributions
from artists and artisans whom Ralph Montagu had encouraged to cross
to London, among whom were Daniel Marot and Baptiste Monnoyer.
Boucher and Murdoch base their account mainly on the incomparable
archive collection of account books and other documents affording a
breath-taking insight into Montagu’s influence over taste. Several of the
Montagu artists and craftsmen — many of whom were Huguenot in origin
— were recommended to work in London’s royal palaces. Later, some
artefacts and many of the fittings and furnishings from Bloomsbury were
transferred to Boughton House, in Northamptonshire, where they may
be seen today. Montagu had a French doctor, Pierre Silvestre, who would
travel to Boughton from London when required; and the archives show
that French suppliers continued to submit bills drafted in French until the
1750s. Another of the treasures described by Boucher and Murdoch are the
notes of the French master of dance, Anthony UAbbé, whose meticulous
choreographer’s notations survive in the Montagu music collection.

In chapter three, Kirsty Carpenter reveals the ‘novelty value’ of French
émigrés to London in the 1790s. She reminds us of the closeness of the
cultural exchange and mutual influences which obtained in a volatile
political context dominated by the French Revolution, and when, in
London, fashion and taste were French. Armed with the Abbé Tardy’s
guide, émigrés came to a thriving city, the largest in Europe at the time,
and some, via Soho and Marylebone, eventually settled in Somers Town,
located around present-day St. Pancras. This developing suburb attracted
French people escaping the Revolution. Carpenter shows how these new
immigrants often arrived in a precarious state: through the good ofhices of
such as the Abbé Carron, French schools, a hospice and a home for elderly
priests were founded. Somers Town also saw the construction, in 1799, of a
French chapel dedicated to St. Aloysius. Homage was paid to this French area
of London by the poet Jacques Delille: ‘Salutations O Somers Town, shelter
dear to France’. The difference between the Huguenots, and this wave of
émigrés, was that the Huguenots gradually became assimilated completely
into London life and society, whereas many of the 1790s émigrés would
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return to France after 1814. In the end, Carpenter draws the conclusion
that the ‘vast majority of émigrés represented no political threat, and their
gratitude and endorsement of what they considered the essential goodness
of the British character did much to bring the two nations closer together’.

This sense of common cause paved the way for the solace found in
London by French courts in exile, as examined by Philip Mansel in chapter
four. Contrary to the view that relations between France and Britain were
antagonistic, London was convenient, congenial and attractive to those
French royalists who sought exile. Despite the obstacle of the Channel,
in the early years of the nineteenth century London was only thirty hours
from Paris. Here we are on the threshold of the modern era of easier travel
between France and Britain: passenger traffic between French and British
ports rose from 12,000 per annum in 1815 to around 30,000 in 1830; the
railway era beginning in 1830—s quickly expanded possibilities still further.®
Indeed, British innovations in applying the power of steam to transport
meant that by the mid nineteenth century ‘the journey Paris-London was
all steam-powered; the route Paris-Rouen resembled an English railway,
with an English driver, with English railway architecture, English-style
uniforms’, not to mention ‘the 15,000 English workers on the extensions
of the line to Le Havre and to Dieppe.” And by 1939, the writer Bernard
Fay noted, simply: ‘On the platform at the Gare du Nord it’s as though I'm
already in London’.”

Mansel traces the lives and experience of a succession of royal and imperial
exiles and pretenders in and around the British capital: in particular, Philippe
Egalité; the comte d’Artois and the Bourbons; Louis-Napoléon and the
Bonapartes; and finally the House of Orléans, who became ‘permanent
exiles’. Philippe Egalité came to London as a pleasure-secker, and already

5 This chapter is followed by some notes on French Catholics in London after 1789,
extracted with permission from Douglas Newton’s 1950 book on the topic.

¢ Figures from P. Gerbod, Les Voyageurs Frangais i la déconverte des Iles Britanniques du
XVIle siécle & nos jours (Paris, 1995), p. 29. On the growth of rail travel and the concomitant
improvement and expansion of the entry ports of Dover and Folkestone, see R. Bucknall,
Boar Trains and Channel Packets: the English Short Sea Routes (1957), esp. ch. 2, a source that
remains essential reading. For a useful anthology of French travellers” accounts to Britain,
see J. Gury, Le Voyage outre-manche: anthologie de voyageurs francais de Voltaire & Mac Orlan
(Paris, 1999), esp. pts. i and ii, respectively on the Channel crossing itself, and on the
experience of contending with London.

7 ‘Par le railway de Paris 2 Rouen, on peut déja se croire en Angleterre depuis la rue Saint-
Lazare. Cest un railway anglais; I'ingénieur est anglais ... les entrées et les sorties des tunnels
et les stations sont d’architecture anglaise; les inspecteurs ont l'uniforme anglais ... enfin les
travaux ... projetés de Rouen au Havre et 2 Dieppe emploient plus de quinze mille ouvriers
anglais’ (quoted in Gury, Le Voyage outre-manche, p. 67 (the source dates from 1830); and B.
Fay, ‘Londres en guerre’, La Revue de Paris (15 Dec. 1939), pp. 110715 (quoted at p. 1107)).
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in 1782 was renting a house in Portland Place. This set a trend which then
extended through the coming nineteenth century: the history recounted
by Mansel draws a surprising and vivid portrait of London-French life for
this class. Such was the impact of their presence that already in 1811, French
royalists were in receipt of pensions from the British government totalling
over £150,000 per annum, a staggering sum. By 1840, London had become
a springboard for Bonapartist plots, much as it had for royalist plots in the
years between 1799 and 1814. When the prince imperial (‘Napoleon IV’)
was killed in the Zulu Wars in 1879, his funeral at Chislehurst on 12 July
that year brought together a huge assembly of people: the Bonaparte family,
officers of the imperial crown, other court officials; ‘many British came,
because of his popularity and his tragic death fighting in the British army’.
In all around 30,000 people attended, many of whom were transported in
the thirty-two special trains which had been laid on.

In chapter five, in a study offering an intriguing counterpoint to
Mansel’s, Mdire Cross explores the ‘multidimensional occupancy’ of French
visitors to London in the mid nineteenth century. On the continent this
was a period of intense interest in London and Britain, nowhere more so
than in France. Industrialized Britain was fast becoming a global power,
and therefore attracted a succession of French observers keen to learn from
this experience. Conscious of the gendered perspective too, Cross points
to the paucity of comparative studies on French and British travelogue
literature. She reviews successively the experiences of the great historian
and republican enthusiast Jules Michelet; the liberal political theorist and
traveller Alexis de Tocqueville; and finally, the socialist and feminist activist
and traveller Flora Tristan. In contrast to Michelet and Tocqueville, who,
relatively speaking, left only brief traces of their impressions of London
within posthumously published works, Tristan made her interpretation of
London life the central focus of one of her most arresting, even innovative,
works, Promenades dans Londpres. Prefiguring — from a French perspective of
course — the work of Henry Mayhew (London Labour and the London Poor),
women’s emancipation and London’s slums were of particular interest to
her; and while her representation of London was not always accurate, her
study subsequently gained her recognition as an original thinker among
socialists. Although London — ‘the monster city’ — was for Tristan a
megalopolis of striking contrasts, her experience there provided her with
fruitful inspiration, as Cross reveals.

Chapter six consists of an introductory exposition by Fabrice Bensimon
on ‘French republicans and communists in exile to 1848’. In chapter seven,
Thomas Jones and Robert Tombs provide a survey of the ‘French left in
exile’ during the remaining decades of the nineteenth century. Because of
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upheavals in France in 1830, 1848 and 18701 — to mention only the most
memorable years — London became home to hundreds if not thousands of
revolutionary-republican and socialist exiles. Their influence made a lasting
imprinton the physiognomy of the city in certain areas. The year of European
revolutions 1848 brought many French exiles, but the biggest wave arrived
in the winter of 1851—2. According to the Home Office, in 1853 there were
at least 800 refugees who would stay on until the amnesty of 1859. After the
Commune (May 1871), 1,500 adult males, 600 spouses and 1,200 children
arrived. Most stayed on until the 1880 amnesty, whereupon there was a
general return to France. Such political exiles settled in London because of
its size (compare Flora Tristan’s ‘monster city’), its economic importance
and the opportunities which flowed from that. It is this settlement, in and
around Soho, Fitzrovia and the West End around Leicester Square, which
would eventually gain purchase as a permanent colony, many of whose
sites continue in French occupancy or filiation to this day. Strikingly — and
Jones and Tombs illustrate this with multiple examples — exiles’ reactions to
their predicament as ‘London-French’ ranged from alienation to real elation
at the opportunities and challenges that the megalopolis afforded. They
deployed their talents as best they could, among other things entering the
service industries and becoming school and university teachers. There was,
eventually, a reciprocal ideological process at work here too: the returning
Blanquist Communards who knew Karl Marx in London played an
appreciable role in the introduction of Marxism into France.

Constance Bantman, in chapter eight, surveys the fascinating history of
the French anarchist presence in London between the late 1870s and the
outbreak of the war in 1914. As such, and following on from the previous
chapters, we see the drawing to a close of cross-Channel revolutionary exile
in the long nineteenth century. In the 1890s a wave of anarchist outrages
in Paris provoked a clampdown by the French police, leading to another
influx of political refugees seeking relative safety in London. The Franco-
Italian journalist and activist Charles Malato paid his own homage to the
‘monster-city’ in the first page of his memoir: ‘O Albion’s big metropolis,
of you I shall not speak a bad word because, for three years, you gave me
hospitality’. It is fascinating to note, too, that Malato provides a ‘Practical
guide for the refugee in London’, going so far as to outline the details of
the train connections and ferry times to the British capital.® Coincidentally,
this information finds a cross-reference in the popular Guide instantané de
Londpres (Instant Guide to London) produced by Guides Nilsson, as shown

8 C. Malato, Les Joyeusetés de ['exil (1897; Paris, 1985), pp. 160-1. We are grateful to
Constance Bantman for providing details from this chapter.
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Figure 0.1. Routes to London and fares from Guide instantané de Londres
(Guides Nilsson, Paris and London, n.d. [1908?]), pp. 6—7.

in Figure o.1.” Baedeker’s guide from the same period gives similar advice in
much greater detail, and reflects identical concerns to those of the anarchist
Malato: the advantages of the short sea route (for avoiding sea-sickness
in a journey of just over an hour) come at greater cost to the passenger,
so if one has a natural resistance to the ‘mal de mer’, there is certainly a
pecuniary interest to be had in taking a longer sea crossing, via Newhaven or
Southampton.” Having put the discomfort of the Channel crossing behind
them, the anarchists headed towards Soho and Fitzrovia, as numerous of
their predecessors had done. Charlotte Street and Goodge Street were at
the heart of the anarchist presence, providing the location for the famous
Autonomie Club, set up at 32 Charlotte Street in 1886.

One tangible and lasting result of the settlement of French political
refugees in London was the founding of catering businesses, such as the
Maison Bertaux patisserie in Soho. The chapter by Valerie Mars provides

o Guide instantané de Londres (Guides Nilsson, Paris and London, n.d. [1908?]).
° Compare Malato, Les Joyeusetés, p. 161, with K. Baedeker, Londres et ses environs: manuel
du voyageur (Leipzig and Paris, 1907), introduction, p. xiii.
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a captivating examination of the ways in which French cooks, chefs and
their styles of cooking impacted upon the capital. The rich and powerful
had benefited from the skills of French cooks ever since the days of Pero
Doulx, who had worked at Hampton Court for Henry VIII. Cookbooks
too, in English translation, also laid down long-lasting guidelines and
influences: for instance, La Varenne’s book — published in France in 1651
and then in English in 1653 — set the recipes for foundation stocks and
sauces which then persisted well into the nineteenth century. Fashion, as in
other domains such as literature, art and interior design, led the way, and it
became de rigueur in certain sections of society to have a French cook, more
often than not male. And we learn that male cooks earned around five times
the wage of women, a differential which certainly persisted throughout the
nineteenth century. Travel made a contribution as well, for when travel to
the continent became more widespread after 1860 British travellers returned
with tastes acquired for bourgeois cooking. French standard dishes, such as
beeuf a la mode, underwent adaptation to English tastes and ingredients: one
description from the 1850s and 1860s talks of an a la mode beef that ‘with
the exception of its bovine foundation, presented no culinary resemblance
to that beuf a la mode which is one of the standing dishes of the French
cuisine bourgeoise . With the expansion of the hotel and restaurant trade in
and beyond the late nineteenth century, French cooks continued to prosper.
By the 1890s grand hotels were being established that required the means to
serve haute cuisine to large numbers.

It is, finally, interesting to compare visitors’ guides regarding the food
to be consumed in London: the upper middle-class Baedeker offered the
opinion that ‘first rank restaurants have good French cuisine’, and discreetly
referenced another page for its description of English cooking, ‘which leaves
a lot to be desired. Too often it lacks seasoning, everything being boiled
without salt’; the Guide Nilsson — aimed at more modest travelling classes
— also called English fare ‘dull’ (fade’), but it did recommend oxtail and
mock-turtle soup, and was clearly impressed by the quality and value of the
London tea-rooms. Interestingly, both noted that English ‘beefsteaks’ were
superior to the French.”

In chapter ten Michel Rapoport offers a detailed and thorough survey of
the French presence in London from the late nineteenth century until the
end of the inter-war period. Rapoport bases his analysis on two distinct,

" ‘les hotels de premier ordre sont bons mais chers ... mais la cuisine anglaise laisse &
désirer. Elle manque trop souvent d’assaisonnement, tout étant cuit sans sel’ (Baedeker,
Londres et ses environs, pp. 10, 2); ‘Les viandes sont excellentes: le roastbeef bien saignant,
les mutton chops ... les beefsteaks grillés sont supérieurs aux viandes que 'on a en France’
(Guide instantané de Londpes, p. 30).
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if broad, categories: the permanent French ‘colony’, as it had come to be
known in the inter-war period, and visitors, whether occasional or frequent.
It is estimated here (based on census information) that at the peak of the
French colony there were some 18,000 French people residing in London.
In other words, among the incomers to London, the French contingent was
third after the Russians and the Germans, with women outnumbering men,
and with mainly younger cohorts rather than older. Although this period
has, relatively speaking, been under-researched, Rapoport reconstructs
a detailed picture of the nature of French businesses, and their location:
for instance, immediately after the Great War there used to be a Galeries
Lafayette in Regent Street. There are numerous portraits drawn too of some
of the better-known political exiles in London: we meet General Boulanger,
Henri de Rochefort and Emile Zola, the hero par excellence of the Dreyfus
affair, to whom one might add the arch-villain Ferdinand Walsin-Esterhazy,
to be seen in the library of the British Museum researching for the profoundly
Anglophobic articles he sent for publication in the Paris right-wing press.”
Particularly impressive is Rapoport’s analysis of the contribution of the
London-French labour force to the capital’s commerce and industry: by the
1920s, the major areas of activity included food, fashion, shoes, furniture
and, of course, the service sector, including its seamier side, in and around
Soho, infamous as the centre of the sex industry. In the mid 1880s, of the
4,200 prostitutes arrested in the West End, 769 were French.” In addition,
the burgeoning number of French societies is examined in this rich and
dense chapter.

In chapter eleven Philippe Lane and Charlotte Faucher review the
contribution of French cultural diplomacy to France’s development of
‘soft power’. This effort derives from that very French ideal that humanity
may be perfected or at least improved by the projection and exploitation
of culture. In London there was a ready and highly articulate Francophile
audience: it just remained to create a French Institute in London, when
others were being founded in the decade or so before the outbreak of the
First World War in other European cities, such as Florence, Athens, Madrid
and St. Petersburg. Lane and Faucher explore the precursor institutions out
of which the French Institute emerged, such as the Université des Lettres
Francaises. The importance of promoting culture and civilization by means
of international exhibitions is also reviewed, such as the 1908 Franco-British

Exhibition held at the White City, in Shepherd’s Bush, West London, when

2 See M. Cornick, ‘Esterhazy, Charles-Marie-Ferdinand Walsin- (1847-1923)’, ODNB.
5 For a well-documented further study, see S. Slater, ‘Pimps, police and filles de joie:
foreign prostitution in interwar London’, London Journal, xxxii (2007), 53-74.
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a purpose-built site was constructed to showcase French and British goods
and culture in a spirit of international co-operation: it was this event which
‘sealed the Entente Cordiale’.

There follows a sequence of three chapters on the presence in London
of those now broadly known as the ‘Free Frencl’, after the outbreak of
the Second World War in September 1939. In chapter twelve Debra Kelly
reminds us that there were a good number of French refugees and exiles
who, while they certainly chose to fight Nazism and the Occupation of
France, did not necessarily all or always wholeheartedly embrace the
Gaullist vision. Her study is based upon rarely used and unusual sources,
including papers and diaries contained in the Imperial War Museum in
London. In addition to this, she is interested in ‘mapping’ the traces and
places associated with these people, who are often not found among the
usual subjects of academic historical scrutiny. Particularly fruitful here is
the mapping of people’s experiences of real places and spaces alongside the
imaginary, if not mythical, space(s) of London, spaces which were of crucial
importance during the war. One of the most engaging sources unearthed
here is the series of ‘war novels’ by Mrs. Robert Henrey (Madeleine Henrey),
who transposed her lived experience as a Frenchwoman in pre-war and
wartime London.

Martyn Cornick, in chapter thirteen, follows on from this in an effort
to reveal how, first of all, Denis Saurat (director of the French Institute in
London) placed the Institute at the service of the Free French cause, leading
to its characterization by one of the men who spent time there as the ‘first
bastion of the Resistance’. Through the numerous French journalists who
frequented it, the Institute had close ties with the BBC, and the study reviews
some of the ways in which London radio helped to support the Free French
cause, especially through some of the members of the BBC’s French Service.
The chapter draws, moreover, on an interview with Stéphane Hessel, one of
the last surviving witnesses of this period. Cornick reveals the presence in
London of a forgotten French novelist, Ignace Legrand, who composed a
special issue of a French-language review, Aguedal, based in Rabat, Morocco,
to promote and celebrate the contribution to the war effort of a wide range
of anglophone authors, including T. S. Eliot and Rosamond Lehmann. The
French Institute and its inhabitants were engaged in fighting an intense
propaganda war, and freely and effectively mobilized cultural production
to further this end.

David Drake, in chapter fourteen, focuses more closely on Raymond
Aron’s often underestimated contribution to the high-quality monthly
review, La France Libre. Aron escaped from France in June 1940 in one of
the last transports to leave Bordeaux. Once in London, André Labarthe
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contacted him and proposed that he should collaborate on La France Libre
as it was being set up in the summer of 1940. Its primary mission was to
keep alive the beacon of French civilization, in contrast to the way that
cultural activity in Occupied France was entirely under the thrall of the
Nazis. The review’s print runs were highly impressive, with some of the
early issues needing reprints. David Drake makes the point that even if
some of the material in the review smacks of sentimentality today, at that
time Anglo-French amity was very real, that emotional bonds between the
two countries were sometimes raw and often close, and that Occupied
France would never be the true France.

To bring the book up to date, the extraordinary influx of the contemporary
French to London is the subject of Helen Drake and Saskia Huc-Hepher’s
joint chapter, ‘From the 16¢me to South Ken: a study of the contemporary
French population in London’. This chapter aims to explore why it is that
so many contemporary French people are driven to come and settle in
London. Compared to the historical experience we have already evoked,
they are no longer seeking political exile, neither do they come as refugees
from persecution by authoritarian forces in France, nor still are they
fleeing from war or occupation. Today it is explained rather by the quest
for personal independence and the search for opportunity. Figures vary,
of course, but there are certainly between 200,000 and 400,000 French
people residing in the whole of Greater London and the south-east. The
results of the 2011 census should reveal more. French economic investment
in Britain represents an appreciable proportion of the economy: 35 per cent
of French overseas investment, amounting to some thirteen billion euros,
comes to the UK. The study draws on data collected from interviews and
two focus groups, one at a state-funded sixth-form college in Newham and
the other at the Lycée Francais in South Kensington. Their survey reveals
some surprising facts about the London French; the highest proportion of
French speakers in the metropolis is not to be found in South Kensington,
as might be expected, but in Lambeth. Indeed, Drake and Huc-Hepher
reveal that a shift is under way from the stereotypical notion that South
Kensington is the most populous French ‘ghetto’ in London: the shift is
towards the east of the city. Apart from the appeal of ‘Cool Britannia’, or at
least ‘Cool London’ (an idea which, of course, goes back to the ‘Swinging
6os’)," the draw of the British capital is multiple. London is seen as a place
of opportunity, very different from the comparatively rigid structures of
employment in France: there is the English language, the perception of

“ See A. Tachin, Amie et rivale: la Grande-Bretagne dans limaginaire frangais & I'époque
Gaullienne (Brussels, 2009).
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London as a ‘melting pot’ — and one is instantly reminded of the comment
on the ‘city of nations’ quoted at the beginning of this introduction — the
green spaces, the nature of the housing, the attitudes of the English, the
existence of the Channel Tunnel for ease of return to one’s relatives and
families; all these reasons come together to explain the draw of London for
the French.

12



1. A special case? London’s French Protestants

Elizabeth Randall

Between 1550, when a French Reformed church was first established in
London, and the beginning of the 1789 Revolution in France, an estimated
65,000 French-speaking Europeans moved into England, bringing with
them their skills and knowledge, and over half of them settled in what
is now the Greater London area.’ The principal reason for this migration,
which lasted for over 200 years, was the search by French Protestants for
the freedom to practise their religion without intimidation and persecution
by Roman Catholic rulers who regarded the Reformation as heretical. In
Protestant England, it was understood, where papal authority had been
replaced by that of a Protestant monarch, liberty of conscience was available
to those French citizens who had chosen to follow the Reformed faith.
The movement reached its peak in the last two decades of the seventeenth
century, when, following Louis XIV’s decision that France should become
an exclusively Catholic kingdom, approximately 25,000 French Protestant
refugees arrived in London. The English capital was still relatively small
at that time, its population being about 400,000 in 1650,* and it barely
extended beyond the twin heartlands of the City, centre of trade and
industry, and Westminster, the seat of government. Its suburbs were little
more than hamlets or villages and, until as late as 1750, there was only one
bridge across the River Thames. However, its position as an international sea-
port had always made London particularly attractive to overseas ‘strangers’,
and there had been a French presence there since the middle ages. Men and
women of all social backgrounds had traditionally crossed the Channel in
search of patronage and employment, and London was well adjusted to
receiving them.? Before the Reformation, a good deal of business had been
carried out on behalf of the universal Catholic Church, and certain French
religious houses had acquired land in the English capital, an example being

' R. D. Gwynn, Huguenot Heritage: the History and Contribution of the Huguenots in
Britain (2nd edn., Brighton, 2001), pp. 37-9, 44-7.

* D. C. Coleman, The Economy of England, 1450—1750 (Oxford, 1977), p. 97.

3 L. Scouloudi, “The stranger community in the metropolis, 1558-1640’, in Huguenots in
Britain and their French Background, ed. 1. Scouloudi (1987), p. 42.
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A history of the French in London

the congregation of St. Antoine de Vienne from the Dauphiné, to whom
Henry III (reigned 1216-72) granted a plot on Threadneedle Street in the
City. Henry’s son Edward I invited French Dominicans to establish a large
priory in Blackfriars where, under royal protection, they provided alien
craftsmen and merchants with shelter from the jurisdiction of the City and
its guilds.* Although the religious character of this precinct disappeared in
the sixteenth century, Blackfriars would remain an important location for
immigrants from France.

The Tudor monarchy encourages French settlement
Henry VIII’s ambitions to establish his kingdom as a power in Europe,
and to rival the prestige of the court of France’s Francois I, led him to call
on the services of an increasing number of artisans from overseas.’ During
Henry’s reign (1509—47), the majority of these were Flemish or German-
speaking, but there was a significant Norman contribution to glass and
iron production, and the king, who employed a Norman printer, favoured
French culture, the French language, and French clothes and food.¢ Yet, in
spite of his break with Rome in 1534, Henry continued to regard Protestants
as heretics, and gave orders for them to be severely punished, so that few
French migrants would claim to be entering England for sanctuary until
after the accession of Edward V1.7

Henry’s ‘Great Pillage’ of the medieval monasteries, in which twenty-
three Catholic foundations in London were destroyed, had beneficial
results for the stranger communities who adopted Protestantism under his
son Edward. Although most Church property fell into lay hands, some
surviving chapels were made available for Protestant services, which were
held in the vernacular after 1549. It was soon appreciated that both ‘Dutch’
and French strangers would need churches of their own, where they could
follow their Reformed liturgy in their own language, and Edward granted
leases to each of them under royal charter. Initially, both groups were
accommodated in the same Augustinian priory close to Bishopsgate,® but
the francophone contingent was later moved to the Threadneedle Street
premises that had once belonged to the hospital of St. Antoine de Vienne.

+ Citizens of London did not always welcome the presence of strangers or their industries
(see N. G. Brett-James, The Growth of Stuart London (1935), pp. 48—9).

s C. Giry-Deloison, ‘A diplomatic revolution? Anglo-French relations and the treaties of
1527, in Henry VIII: a European Court in England, ed. D. Starkey (1991), p. 77.

¢ S. Thutley, Whitehall Palace (2008), p. 25.

7 See Gwynn, Huguenot Heritage, p. 37.

§ The Dutch church in Austin Friars was destroyed in the Second World War but has

been reconstructed.

16



A special case? London’s French Protestants

The church on Threadneedle Street was to become the English
headquarters of French Reformed worship for the next 300 years, apart
from a brief interruption in Mary Tudor’s reign (1553—8).° When Elizabeth
replaced Mary on the throne, London’s stranger congregations would
discover that their Calvinist discipline and doctrine was not the same as that
of the re-established Anglican Church, but they were nevertheless allowed
to keep the religious liberties that they had been given under Edward, and,
in spite of the Act of Uniformity of 1559, they retained their own system
of government by a consistory of elders, and their own liturgy. Although
a new requirement since Edward’s time was that both Dutch and French
churches should submit to the overall control of the bishop of London, it
seems that, in the case of Edmund Grindal, bishop from 1559 to 1570, there
was ‘a fraternal rather than a political connexion’.”

This favourable treatment could be explained by the difficulties of
enforcing uniformity on worshippers who spoke another language, and
by the primary importance the English administration attached to the
care and supervision that the churches gave to alien communities. As the
church bodies depended on the crown for their legal privileges, they could
be expected to show it their loyalty, both by acting as useful agents and
by keeping a watch for undesirable influences. The Threadneedle Street
congregation therefore continued to keep its confessional independence
and to enjoy the direct personal protection of successive English monarchs,
even when, as sometimes happened, this was given grudgingly.

There was, in fact, another good reason for treating the London stranger
churches as a special case. England was still economically and technically
backward in the late sixteenth century and looked towards her nearest
neighbours for more sophisticated methods of production.” William Cecil,
Elizabeth’s secretary of state, wanted to attract a limited number of workers
from the continent to teach crafts to the native English, who could then
supply the domestic market with the luxury goods that were currently
imported, such as hats, gloves, white paper, the lighter ‘new draperies’ and
the fine silk material woven at Lille.” However, whereas these potential
settlers would almost certainly have been Roman Catholic in the past, it
was now essential, in view of the turbulent events of the Reformation, that

* During Mary’s unsuccessful attempt to restore Roman Catholicism in England, strangers
who had been previously granted denization were not required to leave the country.

© P Collinson, Archbishop Grindal, 1519-83: the Struggle for a Reformed Church (1978), p.
128.

u J. R. Black, 7he Reign of Elizabeth 1558—1603 (2nd edn., Oxford, 1959), p. 236.

= Lille, formerly within the duchy of Burgundy, had become part of the Habsburg
Empire through inheritance. After 1555 it was ruled from Madrid.
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A history of the French in London

they should be Protestants. If hard-working Calvinists from France and
the Netherlands were offered the opportunity to worship under their own
rite, it was thought, they might be expected to choose England as their
destination and the country could benefit from their skills. A comparison
of a London ‘return of aliens’ of 1593 with the records of the 1630s suggests
that this theory was probably correct, for the 352 French-speaking residents
recorded at the earlier date had risen to well over 1,000 during the later
period.”

Not all Protestant migrants were refugees ‘for religion’, and intermittent
inquiries revealed that many claimed to have come to seek their living.
Yet better opportunities to practise a profession were often associated with
greater freedom of thought and ideas. This applied to the production of
books, for, in its efforts to prevent the spread of the new religion, the
Sorbonne in Paris had imposed a restrictive censorship on the publication
of what it regarded as subversive material.** Robert Estienne, the Parisian
scholar-printer, was obliged to move his press to Geneva as early as 1552
and, ten years later, Thomas Vautrollier, a Protestant from Troyes in
Champagne, transferred his printing equipment from France to the more
favourable climate of London. Soon after his arrival, Vautrollier was
naturalized and became a brother of the Stationers Company, opening a
business in Blackfriars where he acted as an agent for the Antwerp printer
Christopher Plantin.” He imported advanced typefaces, some made in the
French Protestant citadel of La Rochelle, and undertook the entire book
production process from manuscript to binding and selling, examples being
the first edition of Sir Thomas North’s Plutarch and the English text of
Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, as well as music. Enterprise on
such a scale had not previously been seen in England and set a new high
standard of craftsmanship.’®

Among those with whom Vautrollier worked in London were fellow
French Protestants Jean de Beauchesne, whose book on calligraphy was,
in itself, an innovation, and Claudius Hollyband or Holyband, a refugee
teacher from Moulins in the Bourbonnais. Holyband, who had anglicized
his name from Claude de Saintliens, supplied schoolbooks to King James I.
He seems to have ignored Threadneedle Street’s admonitions against taking
English wives, having married two in succession, and this may have helped
him in the successful composition of 7he French Littleton; ‘an apt and easy

5 Scouloudi, “The stranger community’, p. 44.

4 The Sorbonne was the faculty of religion at Paris University.

5 Blackfriars retained its privileges, in spite of the City’s objections (see J. Strype, A Survey
of the Cities of London and Westminster (2 vols., 1720), i, bk. 3, pp. 177-80).

© W. R. LeFanu, “Thomas Vautrollier, printer and bookseller’, HSP, xx (1958—-64), 12—25.
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A special case? London’s French Protestants

way to learn an understanding of French language’, which was an advance
in modern-language teaching. Holyband also pioneered the first bilingual
French-English dictionaries.”

Had Holyband not made his escape to London, he might have suffered
a less pleasant fate. By 1562, Protestants in France were being described
by their enemies as ‘Huguenots’, and violent civil disturbances were
taking place.”® The French Wars of Religion, fuelled by the findings of the
Council of Trent (1545-63), lasted until the end of the century and caused
widespread suffering and displacement. Meanwhile, in the neighbouring
Netherlands, the Spanish Habsburg king, Philip II, had declared war on his
Calvinist subjects, many of whom took flight for England. These included
a number of French-speaking, or ‘Walloon’, master weavers from Lille
like the des Bouveries, a family whose resources enabled them to set up
their own silk-weaving business in London. Proof of the prosperity and
respect acquired by the des Bouveries is shown in the presence of their name
among several London addresses — Bouverie Street, EC4, Bouverie Place,
W2, and Bouverie Road, N16 — and by the eventual ennoblement of their
family as earls of Radnor. Other successful refugees from Lille were the de
la Forteries, whose descendant Samuel Fortrey designed Kew Palace, and
the Houblons, ancestors of Sir John Houblon, first governor of the Bank
of England.” These Walloon settlers joined the French Reformed church
in Threadneedle Street and placed themselves at the centre of the infant
London silk industry, supplying, by 1600, the taffetas, velvets, satins and silk
mixtures that were then coming into fashion, and providing the industrial
base on which seventeenth-century Huguenot master weavers would found
their Spitalfields businesses.*

The 1571 return of aliens shows that weavers were also arriving from
France and, indeed, the part of east London lying beyond St. Botolph’s
without Bishopsgate became known as ‘Petty Fraunce’ soon after this
date.” As in the case of Blackfriars, it was an area outside the control of the

7M. C. Cormier and A. Francoeur, ‘Claudius Holyband: pioneer Huguenot lexicographer
in England’, HSP, xviii (2003~7), 160-75.

% The Revd. Francis Tallents, visiting France in 1671, asserted that the name ‘Huguenot’
came from the Hugon gate at Tours, where local Protestants met at the beginning of the
Reformation (see 7he Travels of Francis Tallents in France and Switzerland, 16713, ed. J. V.
Cox (2011), p. 68).

¥ Samuel Fortrey published a treatise recommending further immigration to enrich the
kingdom (see S. Fortrey, Englands Interest and Improvement (1663), p. 1). Of the first 24
governors of the Bank of England (1694), seven were of Walloon or Huguenot descent.

2 L. B. Luu, ‘French-speaking refugees and the foundation of the London silk industry in
the 16th century’, HSP, xxvi (1994—7), 564—75.

 Brett-James, Growth of Stuart London, p. 490.
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A history of the French in London

City guilds, although the Weavers' Company agreed to admit trained and
experienced foreign weavers, provided they employed English journeymen.*
More French immigrants were now claiming to be religious refugees, and
stories of exceptional horror began to reach London of the events of St.
Bartholomew’s Day, 1572, which, starting in Paris, had led to the murder
of some 10,000 Huguenots country-wide. In Rouen, where the Protestant
population had been as high as 16,500, it suddenly shrank to 3,000, partly
because those who were unable to leave the city agreed to become Catholics
out of fear for their lives.” The limited confessional and legal rights which
Henri IV eventually gave to his Huguenot subjects under the Edict of
Nantes of 1598 did have the effect of guaranteeing them some protection,
but the spectre of the St. Bartholomew’s massacre was not easily erased from
the collective memory of Protestants in either France or England. When
Henri was himself assassinated in 1610, a new era of insecurity set in and
London was once again viewed as a potential place of exile.

The protection and patronage of the early Stuarts

James VI of Scotland, who became James I of England in 1603, was the
grandson of Mary of Guise and his mother had been briefly married to
Francis II of France. Although baptized as a Catholic, he was educated
as a Protestant, and his favourite poet was the Huguenot Guillaume de
Sallust du Bartas. James disliked the Calvinism of the London Reformed
church, but he preserved the English crown’s special understanding with
the Threadneedle Street consistory and he hoped to involve them in his
schemes for a united Protestant Europe. One of James’s early actions was
to engage the services of Maximilien Colt, a Protestant sculptor from Arras
who had married the daughter of Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder. James gave
Colt the prestigious commission of creating a monument for Elizabeth I in
Westminster Abbey and, later, of adding memorials to the king’s daughters
Mary and Sophia, who had died in infancy. Having completed his task in
good time, Colt was named master sculptor to the king in 1608, the first in
a series of Huguenot artists who would serve the Stuart dynasty in London.
He went on to carry out decorative work in the royal palaces, producing
carvings in wood, as well as in marble and stone, and made heavily ornate
chimney-pieces for James and for his secretary of state Robert Cecil.

2 D. Statt, Foreigners and Englishmen: the Controversy over Immigration and Population,
1660—1760 (Newark, Del., 1995), p. 182.

» H. H. Leonard, “The Huguenots and the St Bartholomew’s massacre’, in 7he Huguenots:
History and Memory in Transitional Context, ed. D. J. B. Trim (Leiden, 2011),