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The Economy of Exile:
Huguenot Migration
from Dieppe to
Rotterdam, 1685-1700

David van der Linden

In the eyes of Jean Claude, the famous Huguenot minister of Charenton who had taken
refuge in The Hague, explaining the mass exodus of Protestants from France was
straightforward enough. Huguenots went into exile for the sake of religion, because
they could not bear to renounce their Protestant beliefs and embrace popery at sword
point. In his 1686 indictment of French religious policy, Les Plaintes des Protestans,
cruellement opprimez dans le Royaume de France, Claude argued that “the fear of the
Dragoons, the horror of seeing their consciences forced, their children abducted, and
of having to live henceforth in a land where there will neither be justice nor compas-
sion for them, obliged everyone to think of gh escape, and to abandon ail in order to
save themselves™ !

Many of Claude’s colleagues in exile shared his view that the Huguenot exodus
was a religious migration. For refugee ministers were not just talented preachers, they
also proved to be prolific writers of Huguenot history: besides Jean Claude, ministers
such as Philippe Le Gendre and Jacques Pineton de Chambrun published histories
that catalogued the plight of their communities in France, and celebrated the Refuge
as the ultimate solution to religious persecution.? Similarly, Elie Benoist achieved
widespread fame with the publication of his mult-volume Histoire de I’Edit de Nantes,
which catalogued all the injustices that French Protestants had suffered, and which
cast them as religious victims longing for the re-establishment of the Edict of Nantes.?

Yet tales of religious hardship told only half the story. They reduced the refugees
to zealous Protestants, while in truth moving abread was far more complicated. As
this article will argue, in the decision-making process leading up to migration, it was
not just religion that the Huguenots took into account: to a large extent, socio-
economic factors also determined who would move, and who stayed behind in France,
In other words, the Revocation was not a neat religious caesura, separating the devout
refugees from the faint-hearted who converted to Catholicism and chose to remain in
France.

This insight is not new. Already in the decades following the Revocation local offi-
cials perceived that skilled and affluent Protestants were more likely to emigrate,
warning Versailles that the Refuge was draining the French economy of its brightest
minds and vast amounts of capital — an. assertion Huguenot refugees were happy to
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propagate, too. Yet in reality this was greatly exaggerated; the economic losses
incurred by the Revocation were limited, because Catholics quickly took over the
trades hitherto dominated by Protestants, while the costly wars waged by Louis XiV
put a far more serious drain on economic development.”

Most historians of the Refuge would nowadays agree that in the decision-making
process leading up to migration, the socio-economic status of Huguenots did play a
major role. Social networks, geographic proximity and professional status could seri-
ously hamper or facilitate emigration. In her classic 1985 study of the Revocation,
Elisabeth Labrousse even went as far as to argue that “the choice to remain in France
or to go into exile had very litde or nothing to do with the religious fervour of those
who made it”.5 After all, a large group of zealous Protestants decided to stay in France
— most notably in the Cévennes, where they rebelled in 1702 — while inversely many
insincere Huguenots chose to go into exile, as they hoped to benefit from the privi-
leges Protestant authorities all over Europe were granting to French refugees.
Labrousse instead suggested age, profession, geographical location, and foreign
contacts as the most plausible socio-economic factors explaining migration, although

she admitted that these were only “fragile conjectures™.*

For the trouble is that historians of the Refuge often lack the serial data to support
the hypothesis that socio-economic opportunities impacted on the decision to leave
France. Yves Krumenacker for example, in his study of Protestants in Poitou, laments
that his sources were “too incomplete to draw serious conclusions” about the profes-
sions of those who left.” Michelle Magdelaine has been more fortunate, Searching the
registers of Huguenot refugees passing through Frankfurt, she was able to conclude
that the vast majority of refugees arriving in that city came from the Midi, and that
most of them were drawn from the ranks of artisans, merchants, medical practitioners,
the army, and even peasants, Yet she does not explain these patterns in SOCIO-
economic terms, arguing that the sole reason why Huguenots departed was their
refusal to submit to Catholicism.®

To enhance our understanding of the reasons why Huguenots left France or
decided to remain, this article will therefore scrutinize new source material from the
towns of Dieppe and Rotterdam, which allows us to trace in far more detail the migra-
tion patterns of Huguenot refugees, and to discern the factors that explain their
movements. As will become clear, some Protestants were indeed more likely to depart
than others, while the decision to leave was hardly ever taken in a fit of religious enthu-
siasm; rather, leaving France was a carefully considered move, in which

socio-economic constraints or possibilities played a crucial role. Leaving and settling
abroad was thus as much a story of socio-economic migration, as it was a tale of

Protestant perseverance.

The Revocation in Dieppe

One of the main migration routes taken by Huguenot refugees after the Revocation
carried them from the province of Normandy to the bustling port town of Rotterdam
in the United Provinces. This pattern is brilliantly revealed in the so-called
“ Reconnaissance Register” of the French-speaking Walloon church of Rotterdam. In
the spring of 1686 the Walloon consistory decided to start a separate register listing
all the names, signatures and geographic origins of Huguenots who wished to make a
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“peconnaissance’’, in other words to make public amends for th.eir con\‘rersul)tg ig
Catholicism in France® During the period 1686-1715 an 1mpr?sswle 5 >
Huguenots signed the register: 692 men and 75.8 women. Most mgngtones a sc; spegf
ified their town or region of origin: only 92 migrants faal‘ed to mention any p aceith
origin, while in 29 cases the town indicated could not be pinned down to a region w
H i0
anyffse Tstﬁlél“ti in Figure 10.1 (page 101), the overwhelming majority came fr;)md
Normandy (588 Huguenots, 38 percent of all signatures). Most _other Hugu:lnots ast
travelled from towns in the “Protestant crescent”, those regions in Franc,:e w ere_mfh
Protestants lived, stretching from the Poitou, Angoumaois, Aum?. and Salgtongelné ! z
north to Guyenne, Gascony, and Languedoc in the south (486 s1gnatures in btotat,f O}ﬂ
percent).!! By contrast, the eastern provinces of.France are consplcuously a Si;l g o
the register, because Huguenots from these regions were more likely to cross Ee 'i
and settle in nearby Switzerland or in the Protestant states of the Holy Roman mpir f
As a result the Rotterdam register does not offer an even—handf:d .reﬂ.ecnim o
Huguenot immigration, but it does serve as an excellent barometer indicating larger
igrati s.
mlgé?ﬁ?r? \Efrsr;gcus on the disproportionate number of Hgguenots from Normand%y,
it turns out that most of them came from the towns of Dieppe and Rouen. Qut of a
total of 588 Norman Huguenots signing the register, more than half stated D:ep%eSag
their town of origin (306 refugees, 52.1 percent), as opposed to 152 from chllen ( 2
percent), while smaller groups had fled from Caen, Luneray, Bolbec and ) engi;r;:k
The preponderance of Huguenots from Dieppe and Rouen in Rottfzrdar.t_l aISQ s ok
the Norman nobleman Isaac Dumont de Bostaquet, who upon his arrival in
observed “this beautiful and great city which hadhbec;)‘me atlhmos‘f,grench because so
i i Rouen and Dieppe had sought refuge there. .
mal;’hlln:tl:g igin;[ksleo‘gnglish Channel, Dieppe was one of the largfest rnérchant porktls mn
seventeenth-century France. By 1685 the town boasted 20,000 mhab-itants, 1clJf W] ocrin
5,790 were Huguenots — more than a quarter of the totallpol-)ulation. 'fI‘ is ﬂini Oef
Dieppe the largest Protestant community in Norrgandy, putting it even be. ore ta :
Rouen, which only numbered 4,720 Huguenots in the. 1660s, and Went 11}t0 8 eably
decline thereafter.* The Protestant community of Dieppe found itself in trou. ¢
hefore the Revocation: in February 1685 its four ministers were accused ofShaVQ.ng
admitted several bastard children and relapsed female Catk'lohc converts to a Sum a3;
service. This was considered a serious offence, because since the I6§Qs a string o
royal decrees had forbidden Huguenots who had converted to Cathohmsnll to r'f%tuhrn
to their former confession (the crime de relaps), or to attend Protestant services, 1Ils
the Protestant church of Dieppe was closed in February 1685, never tO reopert. 3
June a local court ordered the church to be razed :(? the ground, fining the accuse
ing the ministers from the town. _ ‘
Conxéinigg g?en E?r;gjsters lodged an appeal and even travelled to Versaﬂlgs,o hop{)ng
to persuade the king to reverse the sentence, all hopes were dashf:d when.m ;to e;
1685 Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes, The Fntendant René de Marillac, ear:j:1
for having ordered the first dragonnades in Poitou in 1631, .but posted toﬂljorma;neg
in 1684, quickly marched soldiers to Rouen and then to Dieppe, where they r;rr \;h
on 11 November 1685. The next morning the lieutenant-general of Normandy, the
Marquis de Beuvron, summoned all Huguenot hea@s of households to urge theén ﬂ‘;o
return to the Catholic fold. Few Huguenots complied, however, so he ordere e
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soldiers to lodge with the Protestants of Dieppe.’® The dragonnades had an unprece-
dented success: after a week of dragooning the Huguenots of Dieppe had en masse
signed their abjurations, and on 26 November de Beuvron triumphantly reported that
“almost all those of the so-called R.P.R. in this town [Dieppe], who were large in
number, have made their abjuration.!” All in all it had taken less than a fortnight to
turn Dieppe into an all-Catholic city.

But of course that was wishful thinking. Most aouveaux convertis were fagade
Catholics, not loyal supporters of the Church of Rome, and soon enough many of
them were boarding ships to escape from Dieppe. The French authorities responded
by setting up border patrols along the Normandy coast, hoping to stem the flow of
Huguenot refugees. In the spring of 1686 de Beuvron even received detailed guide-
lines from Versailles: he was to place guards along the Normandy coast, hire trusted
(Catholics to spy on their converted neighbours — Louis XIV suggested that these
bounty hunters be promised a share of confiscated Huguenot property if they tipped
off the authorities correctly — and to have ships patrol the waters off Normandy,'®

In some cases these measures proved successful. One Sunday evening in
September 1688, 36 nouveaux convertis were arrested at a local inn run by a woman
known as La Hogue, who was suspected of acting as a middleman for Huguenots
wishing to escape from France. Yet it was difficult to get firm evidence, police lieu-
tenant Rouville complained to his superiors in Rouen, “because of the fidelity our
nowveaux convertis have for the services she provides”. !9 Moreover, not all border
patrols were exactly watertight: in the autumn of 1686 another 25 Huguenors
managed to escape by bribing the coastguards who were supposed to arrest them, 2

Leaving Diéppe

We can trace the extent and composition of the Huguenot exodus from Dieppe by
examining two registers drawn up by the French authorities in the wake of the
Revocation. The first was compiled shortly after Easter 1686, when missionary priests
visited all the nouveaux convertis of Dieppe to investigate their spiritual state of mind,
For the ecclesiastical authorities were no fools: although most Huguenots had
converted, they were in all likelihood fagade Catholics, so to gauge their true religious
beliefs the Archbishop of Rouen sent a company of priests to make a thorough
inquiry.” During these house visits the nouveaus convertis received a crash course in
Catholicism, followed by a brief questionnaire to determine their inward beliefs. If the
converis passed their exam, they earned the label bien converts (well converted), but
the priests must have been dismayed to discover that only 48 people met their stan-
dards: the vast majority was classified as mal converti (badly converted), “cbstinate”
or “unruly™. )

More important for our purposes, however, is that of the 1,484 heads of house-
hold included in the register, the priests wrote down the professions of 728, while they
also included 63 servants attached to the well-to-do Huguenot families. Moreover, the
priests did not just record the nonveaux convertis who had stayed in Dieppe, but also
those families that had left town. We can thus get a rough idea of the occupational
structure of the entire Huguenot community at Dieppe. As shown in column A of
table 10.1, most Protestants (338 heads of housechold, 21.8 percent) worked as
craftsmen, mainly in the textile industry, as lacemakers, weavers, or tailors. Other
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Huguenots engaged in more specialized trades such as hat—making and_glazing, while
they also dominated ivory carving and watchmaking, crafts for which Dieppe was well

known throughout Europe.®

Table 10.1 Occupations of Huguenots in Dieppe, 1685-86, and occupations of Huguenot
heads of households leaving Dieppe, 1685-1689

i j . Occupations of
A. Occupations of all B. Occupations of C.
HugueF:':ot heads of escaped and absent  heads of household
household, heads of household, who abandoned
1685-86* 1686 property, 1685-89
Types of activity no. % of total no. % of A no. % oi(‘) /?)
1. Servant/maid 63 4.1 4 6.3 0 ,
2. Crafts .
Clothing 148 12 .
Glassfstone 15 2 o
lvory 22 2 a
Leather 16 3 :
Metalwork 39 1 e
Wood 44 g o
Miscellaneous 54
Sub-total 338 21.8 33 9.7 43 12.7
3. Retail ;
Clothing 48 113 19
Victualing 58 10 ;
Miscellaneous 8
Sub-total 114 7.4 17 14.9 21 1.::
4. Shipping 154 10.0 95 61.7 9 38.6
5. Merchants 83 54 14 16.9 32 .
6. Liberal
professions 0 o
Education 3 0
Judiciary P 0 ;
Medical 20 4 ;
Chure 3 : >
Church
Sub-total 33 2.1 5 15.2 : .‘;’;.;
7. Miscellaneous 6 0.4 1 16.7 .
8. Occupation
unknown 756 51.9 87 11.5 1% 1§i
Total 1.547 100.0 256 16.5 .

Note: * Though technically part of the family they served, servants have been included
as separate heads of household. o

Sources: Paris, Bibliotheéque Nationale, Mélanges Colbert 6, ff 189»2{!3, Rool_e ge|ner§xllr d1eg
nouveaux convertis de la ville de Dieppe, 1686 (A and B, Paris, Archives natlosnsa 1egs 5O
and TT 264/13, Accounts of confiscated Protestant property in Normandy, 1685- .

Given that Dieppe was an important commercial and naval port town, it comes as
1o surprise that the second largest group was made up of Euguenots n the shipping
industry (154 heads of household, 10 percent), from captains commanding merchant
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vessels or barges, down to the many sailors and pilots. By contrast the number of
Protestant merchants in Dieppe was relatively small (83 heads of household, 5.4
percent), falling behind the 114 retailers (7.4 percent), who mostly worked as haber-
dashers, fishwives, beer-sellers, and bakers.

Next, we may compare the overall occupational structure of the Huguenot
community in Dieppe to those Protestants who had left town. Column B lists ail the
heads of household who were listed in the register as having escaped, or were absent
when the priests paid them a visit. Although in some cases the clerics suspected that
families simply refused to amswer the door, the register also contains about 60
Huguenot sailors “out at sea”, whose wives and children were also suspiciously absent,
probably because they had fled. Absent heads of household were also found in other
branches of the econormny, mainly among the Huguenot merchants or those working
in the textile industry. All in all a total of 256 heads of household were absent in the
spring of 1686, 16.5 percent of all Protestants in Dieppe.

Comparing the refugees’ professions with those of the Fluguenots staying behind
shows that a proportionate number of Protestant merchants left town (14 out of 83,
16.9 percent), Many craftsmen stayed in Dieppe, however, as only 33 out of the 338
set off abroad (9.7 percent) — mainly lacemakers, a group of candlestick makers, and
four watchmakers. Yet the number of captains and sailors that was registered as either
absent or escaped was sky-rocketing, since almost two-thirds of all heads of house-
hold owning a ship or working as sailors had gone (95 out of 154, 61.7 percent).

The obvious drawback to the register is that it was drawn up in the spring of 1686,
and thus does not include those Huguenots who left Dieppe in subsequent months,
Fortunately, another source runs until 1689: the accounts of confiscated Protestant
property in Normandy.? Already in 1669 Louis XTIV had forbidden his subjects to
leave France without written permission from® the authorities, threatening to confis-
cate their goods if they were caught, while in 1682 the King had issued a similar decree
that explicitly named the Huguenots.? The Edict of Fontainebleau only repeated these
measures (article 10), and from the spring of 1686 onwards intendants all over France
started seizing the property of absent Huguenot families, noting down their names and
possessions in registers. The receipts were used to reward Catholic informants, build
new churches, and pay for the construction of schools to instruct the nouveaux
conwertis, as well as the maintenance of Huguenot women sent to convents.?

The register for Normandy contains 177 heads of household from Dieppe, 113 of
whom are listed with their occupation (Table 10.1, column C). Resulis on the occu-
pational structure of refugees are very different now: in the long run, skilled craftsmen
did leave Dieppe, mainly ivory carvers, watchmakers and goldsmiths (43 out of 338
craftsmen, 12.7 percent), as did a group of 11 drapers and haberdashers. Most
striking, however, are the many merchants listed in the accounts (32 out of a total of
83, 38.6 percent), while the number of sailors and captains plummers to just @ out of
154, Yet we must be careful when interpreting these figures, because the well-to-do
Huguenots who owned property are overrepresented, while poorer people who rented
their houses do not appear, nor do the clever Huguenots who managed either to sell
or transfer their property before leaving. In 1687 for example the salt tax collectors of
Dieppe complained that they had difficulty meeting their quota, because many
Protestants had left town “without leaving behind any goods, while those who own
only furniture have sold it secretly before their departure”.?

Still, drawing together the evidence from both registers, it appears that Huguenots
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in some professions left disproportionately to the share their occupational group Ohad
in the overall Protestant economy of Dieppe. It was especially merchants and_skﬂied
artisans — such as watchmakers, ivory carvers, hatters, weavers and goldsmiths —
who left town after the Revocation, while many captains and sailors probably never
returned from their voyages, their families quietly leaving France as well. Unskilled
artisans, on the other hand, mosily decided to stay in Die[?pe. ‘ .

Finally, most Huguenots did not leave France immediately after. the Revoganon.
The consistory of the Walloon church in Rotterdam only started its reconnaissance
register in April 1686, which suggests that migration was slow to take off. Looking at
the town of Dieppe, the same pattern emerges. In 1686 only a handful of Protestants
arrived in Rotterdam to sign the reconnaissance register, while the real exodus from
Dieppe took place during the spring and summer of 1687 and 1688, when travel was
less difficult than in winter (Figure 10.2). These findings are corroborated by the
accounts of confiscated property, which also list the months of depgrture: most
refugees indeed left Dieppe in the summer of 168§ an‘d‘ 168?’ (Fl.gure. -10.3).
Huguenots thus proved perfectly able to negotiate their religious .1dent1ty, living as
facade Catholics for several months — or even years — before setting off.

The Social System of Migration

These findings raise two important questions: first, why did precis;ly these Huguenots
leave Dieppe and why did others stay behind? And second, why did most refugees 1"101:
immediately set off in 1685? The answer is that for most Huguenots pox.lc%ermg
whether or not to leave France, religion was only part of the equation: the dec1_310n to
leave home was not taken in a fit of religious enthusiasm, but carefully cogsuiered.
Certainly, the religious dilemama created by the Revocfatwn was a pressing one%
pushing devout Huguenots to go into exile, but _the socio-economic pos-s1b111ues 0
migration also played their part in the decisson.—makmg process. Simply Hﬁu}t,
Huguenots with money, skills, and access to information networks were far more likely
to risk their lives for religion than those who lacked all or some of the above; they 1‘<n.ew
where to go, how to get there, and had some assurance that they could make a living
abroad. _ . . . -
Early modern migration was a social system above all: it was the “personal mior
mation field” of prospective migrants that explains why some stayed and-others left,
because in an era without mass communication people had to reiy'on friends, r.e%a—
tives, and fellow migrants for information about routes, housing, gnd 3?b qpportum‘ues
in foreign destinations.*” As social historians have pointed out, pmgratmn is usually the
outcome of a rational cost-benefit analysis, as migrants weigh up the benefits of
moving against the risks involved — in the case of the Huguenot:j:, freedon? of
conscience against the cost of travel, the possibility of arrest, and financial gncertam‘*fy
once abroad. Social networks may lower the risks of moving, however,-ae_‘, m1grants.vq111
often rely on chain migration, with relatives and migrants already I?Ving at2 8a given
destination providing aid, information and encouragement to new migrants. .
In early modern systems of long-distance migration especially, these social
networks were crucial, because news of employment in the distar}t town of Rettelfdam,
for example, was hard to come by. As distance and travel costs increased, su(,th infor-
mation not only became scarcer and less reliable, but also tended to be found in larger
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cities, where well-informed merchants could spread the latest news,? Huguenots
weighing up the pros and cons of settling abroad also relied on these urban networks
of information, so it is not surprising that most of those arriving in Rotterdam came
from precisely those Norman towns that engaged in long-distance trade with
Rotterdam, From the 1640s onwards, France had become the largest overseas market
for Dutch exports, a trade dominated by Rotterdam merchants, who mainly exported
herring, cheese, cloth, grain and spices to the Normandy ports along the river Seine,
such as Rouen and its outposts Le Havre and Honfleur, as well as the coastal towns
of Dieppe, Caen, and Valéry-sur-Somme.?

Nor is it surprising that Huguenot merchants belonged to those occupational
groups that left Dieppe in disproportionately large numbers. Engaging in long-
distance trade with Rotterdam, they first heard of the possibilities of settling abroad,
while they could easily open businesses in a foreign port without losing their trading
network. The same goes for the many captains and sailors in Dieppe, who quickly
picked up the news when they dropped anchor in Dutch ports, and who had ample
opportunity to join the Dutch navy or board an East Indiaman, During the Nine Years
War (1688-1697) the French navy was poignantly reminded of this exodus, when its
commanders repeatedly arrested Iuguenot merchants and sailors from Normandy on
board Dutch ships. In 1690 for example, Jean Pétel, a sailor from Le Havre, was
discovered on board the vessel Yohannes de Doper from Amsterdam, while the formerly
Dieppe-based merchant David Droyer was arrested in the Channel on board a Dutch
ship headed for the West Indies.?!

Artisans also had more cause and opportunity to leave Dieppe. From 1681
onwards Dutch town officials had eagerly tried to attract Huguenot artisans to boost
the urban economy, especially those trained in such specialized trades as the produc-
tion of hats, silk, or lace.?? "The Rotterdam bufgomasters had, for example, promised
tax immunities and small subsidies to French Protestants to encourage them to relo-
cate their businesses,® When religious persecution in France increased, more and
more artisans showed up in Rotterdam to benefit from these promises and their own
skills: in August 1685, David de Caux, a merchant from Dieppe producing and
exporting lace, successfully petitioned the town council for a workshop and tax
exemnptions to transplant his business to Rotterdam .

Information networks clearly played a role in aiding Huguenots in Dieppe to make
up their minds in favour of migration. When, in 1685, the widow Hebert and her
family had managed to reach the Dutch Republic, news of their successful escape
quickly reached the Protestant community at Dieppe, because “they had been able to
write about their arrival in Holland”.>S That same vear David Mallot, a hatter from
Rouen who was seeking financial aid to set up a new hat-making business in
Rotterdam, similarly explained that “after having carefully examined all things, I
believed I could not find a better retreat than in this country and mainly in this town
ruled by your Lordships, who are accustomed to aiding and relieving the refugees” 3
His fellow migrants had obviously told Mallot about the privileges Rotterdam was
making available to Huguenots.

Conclusion

In sum, most of the Huguenot refugees were not simply very devout Protestants,
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escaping France to secure religious freedom. Admittedly. religion was the first _apd
foremost reason for Huguenots to consider exile, but socio-economic ogportunglles
also played a crucial role in the decision-making process thaj[ ledto nngratiofill.l szzl er
than casting Huguenots in the role of religious refugees, it seems more frui to
consider them as a diverse group of migrants. At one end gf t.he extreme we ﬁnd{) a
minority of devout Huguenots, ministers who fled Franf:e within the fortnight se’([:1 oy
Louis XIV, and believers who heeded God’s calling the instant dragoons appeare ﬂl}n
their villages — these were the religious refugees of whom Jean Claude sp‘oke. At ;:
other extreme were those for whom the economic advantages of moving abroa
ided the spur to action.
pro}lr“ge vast mgjority of Huguenot migrants, however, fell in between these extrerrges.
Assuredly they were convinced Protestants, or they wquld never have left France, ‘ut
they also knew that faith alone could not sustain them in exile, :ind thus thought twice
before setting off. Like any sensible migrant in early modern Europe, they first V;en;
about obtaining accurate information about destinations where they were likely to_ md
employment; seeking out relatives and friends who could help them }eave Francz, f.e}n !
selling their homes and furniture to have enough money to cover their voyage and firs
weeks abroad. This meant that some Huguenots stood a better chance of l‘eawng t}}an
others. Merchants, sailors and skilled craftsmen had more ready access to mformaan
networks, better skills, and more opportunities to abscond an.d continue thel_r jtrade ;Jn
exile. Despite the rhetoric of exile, then, the Refuge was not just a*‘bout obtaining re c—i
gious freedom, but also about overcoming the same 80C10-eCONOMIC hurdles that face
any migrant in early modern Europe.
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Huguenots to the
Southern Oceans:
Archival Fact and
Voltairean Myth

Randolph Vigne

Writing fifty years after the event, Voltaire ended his account of “one of the great
calamities of France”, the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, with a dramatic climax.’
His “terse and vivid summary”, as Macaulay called t,2 described how some of the
“fifty thousand famnilies {who] left the kingdom” in the three years that followed the
Revocation “emigrated as far as the Cape of Good Hope, where they established settle-
ments”. Voltaire likened this to a far more ancient diaspora, mixing fact and fiction:

The nephew of the celebrated lieutenant-general in the navy, Du Quesne, founded a
fittle cofony at this distant spot; but it did nbt prosper, and most of those who set sail
for it perished. There are still, however, some survivors of this coleny close to the
Hottentots. The French have thus scattered further abroad than the Jews.3

As we know, no nephew of the great naval hero Abraham Du Quesne founded any
such colony, and the Huguenot settlement at the Cape did in fact prosper. The great
majority of those who set sail for it survived the three or four month voyage. There
was, however, an attempt by Du Quesne’s eldest and second sons, with a third
Huguenot naval man, the unheralded and unsung Charles Perrault, sieur de Sailly, to
found a colony even further away than the Cape, and of the very few who set sail for
it, most did indeed perish. The story of “Eden”, the island of Mascarin or Bourbon
{now Réunion) they planned in vain to colonize in the south Indian Ocean, is a foot-
note to the diaspora that should be. recalled. The only outcome, the two-year
occupation of Rodrigues, some 800 miles to the north-north-east, has its own history
and gives brief reality to Henri du Quesne’s dream.

The Cape-Du Quesne myth persisted. Over a century after Voltaire, Charles
Weiss wrote that about “eighty families” accepted the offer by the Lords Seventeen,
the governing body of the United Bast India Company, of free passages to, and land

at, the Cape of Good Hope, which it held under charter from the States General of
the Netherlands, They

embarked under the guidance of a nephew of Admiral Du Quesne [and] were soon
joined by other French emigrants. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, there




