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Strangers come to devour the land. 

Changing views of foreign migrants in early eighteenth-century 

England 

 
Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares. 

(A discourse of the growth of England in populousness and trade, 1689, p.120, after Hebrews 13:2) 

 

These strangers have come to devour the land… to eat the bread out of Englishmen’s mouths. 

(Reception of the Palatines Vindicated in a Fifth Letter to a Tory Member, 1711, after Isaiah 1:7) 

 

  

Abstract 

This article investigates the debates surrounding immigration to England some three 

hundred years ago and considers why it was that between the 1680s and the 1710s a 

discernable change occurred in how migrants were treated. Work on a ‘British’ 

Protestant identity and its relationship with continental Europe, on changing ideas of 

Englishness and on the campaign for a relaxation in rights of access to the English 

and colonial labour market are considered. The shift in popular and political responses 

to the arrival of refugees in England in 1709 provides a contrast to the charitable 

welcome extended to migrants a generation before and offers an opportunity to see 

that 
 
views of foreign migrants changed for a combination of reasons. True 

vocalization of “England’s first nationalist revolution” of 1688-’89 came one 

generation later in 1709. Then, the first full pronouncement of a rhetoric of 

‘suitability’ for English society and of economic utility meant that a refugee 

community was denied Protestant charity, denied employment, and was directed away 

from England’s shores 
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Introduction 

At the turn of the eighteenth century, Great Britain was characterised by great 

change and upheaval. At home, the Act of Union (1707) saw the absorption of 

Scotland into a new united kingdom, the Naturalisation Act (1708) granted some 

European Protestants free movement into the country, and a period of vast economic 

transformation was afoot. Abroad, British involvement in the War of Spanish 

Succession (1701-14) provided an international backdrop to domestic debates and 

called England’s role in continental European affairs into question. Tensions were 

sparked by the need to define, in language and in law, British attitudes to continental 

migrants. The matter was precipitated when in the spring and summer of 1709, 

thirteen-thousand emigrants from the Rhine region of northwest Germany amassed in 

Dutch ports, awaiting their opportunity to cross over to England. Unlike the 

Huguenots before them, who were warmly welcomed in the 1680s, this ‘swarm’ of 

migrants as they were called, became the focus of a countrywide debate: what rights 

did foreigners have to come and settle in England? How useful would they be to the 

nation and what support should they have when in England? And who, if anyone, had 

the right to claim to be English? 

  

This article investigates and contextualises the debates surrounding 

immigration to England some three hundred years ago and considers why it was that a 

discernable change occurred in how migrants were treated between the 1680s and the 

1710s. Study of the evolution of popular attitudes to migration, and resulting attitudes 

towards English and British identity, is hardly new.
1
 Over two decades of writing on 

national identity, and on Britain’s engagement with continental Europe has also been 

expertly set out.
2
 Some writers have stressed the Protestant, as well as Catholic, 
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linkages between England and the Continent.
3
 Others have outlined how an island 

mentality, scepticism towards the continent, Europhobia, and the roles of Anglicanism 

and monarchy have served as the conscious commonalities around which an English 

identity was formed.
4
 While much has been done, more work remains on the 

consideration of new themes and sites of cultural reference in this narrative, on the 

sense of mission often seen in a ‘British’ Protestant identity and its relationship with 

continental Europe, and on the part played in changing ideas of Englishness by the 

campaign for a relaxation in rights of access to the English and colonial labour 

market. This article focuses on this latter area of research. 

  

The dramatic shift in popular and political responses to the arrival of refugees 

in England in 1709 stands in stark contrast to the charitable welcome extended to a 

similar number of migrants just a generation before. Just as today, discussions on 

emigration, on Englishness and on Europe played a large part in popular debate in the 

early-eighteenth century, and can be revealed through a review of parliamentary, print 

and public debates of the time. The advent of daily broadsheets in 1702, the expansion 

in the number of titles and the popularity of pamphlets and sermons in-print meant 

that in the early years of the eighteenth century, “people in geographically separate 

locations” in England were “linked” in a way previously unseen.
5
 A burgeoning 

pamphlet and newspaper literature of philanthropy and moral reform fuelled this 

debate.
6
 The immediacy of current events, growing concern for the changing present 

and the anxiety for a rapidly-approaching ‘future’ all met in the pages of late Stuart 

newspapers.
7
 Attention to the different attitudes, audiences and politics of 

communication reveals a more dynamic slant on national identity formation, and 

attitudes towards migrants provide an exacting lens through which to view the trial 
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runs of new English and British identities at the birth of Britain. As will be seen, after 

1708, some continental migrants were ostensibly welcomed into Britain as ‘Foreign 

brethren Protestants’. The Act of Union 1707 (6 Anne c 11) tentatively placing 

Protestantism as one of the few unifying bonds between Anglo and Scots, and the 

Foreign Protestants Naturalisation Act 1708 (7 Anne c 5) was held by many to 

advertise and sell the “rights of a free-born Englishmen” to Europeans for the price of 

an oath and a shilling. The Spanish War (1701-1714), which drained both English 

funds and patience, likewise forced many to reflect on the merits of continued English 

interest in the continent. Some began to suggest, it might be best for England to 

disengage from European affairs entirely; at just this crucial turn, a crisis presented 

which came to crystallise these debates. The reception and re-settlement of some 

13,000 refugees who arrived in 1709 – the ‘Poor Protestant Palatines’ – tested the 

ways in which English people understood and experienced their own Englishness, 

how they reacted to refugees from war, and even more how they viewed Europe and 

continental Europeans.
8
 

 

After 1707, it seemed to many that British boundaries had been settled once 

and for all: “marked out by the sea, clear, incontrovertible, apparently pre-ordained. 

‘Fenced in with a wall which knows no master but God only’.”
9
 This article explores 

the tensions that vibrated within a changing English and British identity in the wake 

of recent constitutional change and purposes that the refugee crisis of 1709, unlike 

similar crises of the 1680s and ‘90s, became the focus of a debate about the “utility of 

poverty” and the need for foreign labour as an economic resource.
10

 After this crisis, 

refugee groups would no longer be welcomed in Britain; rather, they would be 

directed immediately to the colonies, bypassing England almost entirely. This was 
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largely as a result of the successful lobbying of private interest groups dominated by 

merchants and colonial investors. The second section of the article contextualises and 

explains the impact of migration upon an expanding English society in the period 

1700-10. Faced with insurmountable difficulties, many of the refugees and migrants 

seeking entry to England returned (or were returned) to continental Europe; some 

were sent to the British American colonies, and others to Ireland.
11

 Section three 

purposes that it was as a result of growing scepticism about the legitimacy of the 

refugees’ claims, the coincidence of economic downturn and climatic change, and the 

successful efforts of colonial entrepreneurs in creating a loophole by which cheap 

labour could be funnelled to North America, that England rejected European 

immigration in the eighteenth century. Migration into England three hundred years 

ago, as well as the political debates it inspired and the legislation it provoked, 

informed the processes and attitudes that helped to create ‘British’ and ‘English’ 

identities in the eighteenth century and thereafter, as well as attitudes towards 

continental Europe and beyond. The article concludes by proposing that, as a result of 

the migrant ‘swarm’ of 1709-10, foreign migrants ceased to place a part in the popular 

English imagination, leaving the English with out-dated images of foreigners and a 

growing scepticism about colonial Americans, who appeared increasingly un-English 

because of their daily interactions with other Europeans in the American colonies.
12

 

 

 From the very late seventeenth century, the arrival of a Dutch king and his 

large retinue, the growing popularity of English travel on the continent and the 

simultaneous development of empire prompted calls for a new strategy to deal with 

strangers within the realm. The first significant articulation of this problem had come 

much earlier in the sixteenth century with the toleration of religious refugees and the 

establishment of Strangers’ Churches in London from 1547. Then followed Calvin’s 
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Case 1608 (7 Coke Report 1a, 77 ER 377) – the point at which it was declared that the 

King’s authority, but not the writ of common law, could be extended beyond England 

into the Crown’s global territories.
13

 Later in the eighteenth century William 

Blackstone set out clearly the existing legal categories defining the resident 

population of England: “The people are either Aliens, that is, born out of the 

Dominions, or Allegiance of the crown of Great Britain; or Natives, that is, born 

within it.”
14

 An alien’s allegiance and rights, then, were “local and temporary only”, 

whereas a native’s rights and duty of allegiance were deemed “natural and 

perpetual”.
15

 It followed that there were two means by which an alien might change 

his legal status: an act of naturalization by parliament, which would bestow rights of 

citizenship on the person in question; or an act of denization by the monarch, which 

conferred all rights of citizenship. A general act of naturalization, were such to be 

passed by parliament, would certainly ease the process by which aliens –or ‘strangers’ 

as they were commonly called– might become citizens. First, a general act rather than 

a private grant took initiative away from the will of the reigning monarch, and made a 

blanket provision for the naturalization process. And second, a private bill made the 

process more costly.
16

 Attaining citizenship through a general naturalization act 

would confer citizenship rights beyond the border of the kingdom, into the kingdom’s 

jurisdiction abroad, and grant certain privileges and rights which were seen as 

important to economic and political integration.
17

 It was felt that foreign residents of 

England, precisely because they did not owe allegiance to the English monarch, were 

‘qualified’ in their loyalty to the new nation – as such they were excluded from jury 

service, for example, and from a range of other areas in life.
18
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For many in England, it was “the religion of the nation [which was] the law of 

the nation”; it was “the central issue in the debates’ defining English nationalism in 

the later Stuart period.”
19

 The association of foreignness with religious dissent made 

any possible mass incorporation of foreigners into England by way of a naturalization 

act unpalatable to opponents. Sir John Knight, Roger North and others who opposed 

naturalization held that religious dissent provided a legal obstacle to the extension of 

citizenship to non-Anglicans.
20

 In the 1699 Humble Address to the Honourable House 

of Commons on behalf of the Trades of England against Naturalizing Aliens, 

reference was made to concerns that foreign kings (undoubtedly Louis XIV was here 

in mind) would hire naturalized foreigners as spies and sleeper agents.
21

 Similarly, a 

reference to ‘pretend Protestants’ plotting against the Crown and country addressed 

the concern that naturalization could be used as a tool of war by those seeking to 

attack the state on religious and political grounds. It was a religious discourse, then, 

that glossed attitudes to the potential of both legal and social implications of any 

naturalization act. Merchants and other vested interests who sought to attract cheaper 

labour through a liberalisation of the labour market and the recruitment of foreigner 

workers were prompted to consider carefully how they would present and promote 

such an idea to members of Parliament; to the concerned public more broadly, and to 

the Board of Trade, itself created by an Act of Parliament in 1696 and charged, 

amongst other responsibilities, with assisting foreign migrants to move to the 

American colonies.  

 

Blair Worden has suggested that the late seventeenth century in England saw 

the social and cultural value of religion trump its soteriological import; society was 

seized by “a growing sense that religion should be what civilizes us”, rather than 



 8 

simply what saves.
22

 Others, including J.C.D. Clark, vehemently disagree with the 

thesis.
23

 Undoubtedly, religion matters, but in this period it was also undergoing 

change: “the sense that something about the religious basis [of society] changed in the 

later seventeenth century will not go away.”
24

 Attitudes to the labour market in 

England were also changing, with employers calling for a cheaper workforce; any 

liberalization either through an act of naturalization or the granting of particular 

privileges to certain foreign workers, would clearly grant advantage to foreign 

Protestants over native non-Anglicans. High church and Tory campaigns to end 

occasional conformity –whereby dissenters who made token appearances at Anglican 

communion were qualified for public office– was a way of branding these groups as 

‘lesser Englishmen’: at the very same time that non-conformists and Roman Catholics 

were being further excluded, the British government would welcome foreign, 

‘conforming’ groups to populate both kingdom and colony.
25

 The English colonies in 

particular were especially prepared to be far more pragmatic in populating their lands 

with dissenters. Troubling features of a general naturalization act – not least the 

bringing in of dissenting religious interests – could be minimised, proponents 

claimed, if such influences were confined to the colonies rather than England. 

Migrants to British North America and elsewhere did not need to be ‘conforming 

Protestants’; the negotiated authority enjoyed by many of the colonies ensured they 

had more freedom to effect change in America than was possible in England.
26

  

 

In terms of attracting people to settle in England, the Foreign Protestants 

Naturalization Act (1708) had relatively little to offer and surprisingly few aliens 

decided to become naturalized citizens.
27

 Many felt that economic freedom was more 

important than naturalization: the Council of Trade, for example, rejected a petition 
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from London merchants to tighten regulation in 1660, for fear that they would ‘plant 

their manufactures elsewhere’.
28

 In 1699, the Committee of Trade requested a 

statement from the French and Dutch churches of London with regard to the 

privileges that foreign artisans sought: the reply made no mention of naturalization 

schemes, but called for greater freedom to practice trades, for an end on attacks 

carried out by English tradesmen and merchants and for liberty of conscience.
29

 

Similarly, advocates of immigration within Britain’s borders, such as Roger Coke and 

Josiah Child, were more concerned with loosening existing restrictions, like those on 

guilds, rather than specifically calling for naturalization schemes. Child, in particular, 

was committed to the notion that the edifice of the new English state should be 

erected on land and property, both of which were natural and finite; hence the 

possession of land was the basis of all political power. “The principal advantage and 

foundation of trade in England is raised from the wealth which is gained out of the 

produce of the earth.”
30

 This revolution in political economy, campaigned for by 

economic thinkers, writers and actors, proposed a new political economy more 

concerned with the creation and circulation of wealth, seen as vital to the maintenance 

of England’s national integrity and identity. Undoubtedly, the sourcing of cheap 

labour was more important than any offer of religious toleration or naturalization per 

se.
31

 And the importance of any future naturalisation act was that it would form a 

blanket provision for the movement of people to, and within, Britain and her colonies 

that was independent of the will of the monarch.
32

 Under the Stuarts, there was a 

constant threat of a Naturalization Bill being lost at the sudden prorogation of 

Parliament or not being discussed at all during a period in which Parliament had not 

risen. The passing of a general act would give provisions longevity and place the 

transfer of people into the hands of mercantile and colonial agents, rather than 
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courtiers and the Crown.
33

 Was this a good or a bad thing? That debate grew, and in 

ferocity, in the first years of the eighteenth century. 

 

Underpinned by links to authority, a rhetoric of English Protestantism was 

trotted out during debates on the Act of Union (1707), on an Act of Naturalisation 

(1708) and on the wisdom of sheltering Protestant refugees from the continent.
34

 

Protestantism is often depicted as one of the foundations of English and British 

national identity, firmly opposed to continental Catholicism.
35

 Critics of this 

interpretation suggest that Protestantism was too fissiparous to act as a vehicle for 

national unity and stress the divisions between English Anglicanism and Scottish 

Presbyterianism or between established protestant churches and protestant dissenters 

in each of the three kingdoms.
36

 Selective use of the language of Protestantism took 

little account of its heterogeneous interpretations in daily life, nor did it reflect 

contemporary changes regarding notions of an international Protestantism.
37

 In 

England, as elsewhere in Europe, cultures of Protestantism overlapped with political 

and institutional systems of rule and were just one element in the admixture of British 

nationality: one constituent element in, rather than constituting, national identity.
38

  

Regional and social manifestations had emerged to define denominational difference 

in a particular local circumstance and symbols and systems of order were closely 

linked through the Church of England’s alliances with both the constitution and 

monarchy. Acts of Parliament including the Bill of Rights 1689 (1 William & Mary 

Sess 2 c 2) and the Act of Settlement 1701 (12 and 13 Will 3 c 2) underscored the 

legally-enshrined connections between Protestantism and power: a neat reversal of the 

European principle of cuis region eius religio.
39

 Already by the 1660s, when the 

Clarendon Code excluded non-Anglicans from public affairs, foreign churches 
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continued to enjoy the privileges enjoyed by Church of England, having a special 

arrangement with successive archbishops of Canterbury who exercised a qualified 

influence on continental Protestantism through these London-based missions.
40

 The 

Toleration Act 1689 (1 Will & Mary c 18) did little to subdue prejudice against 

nonconformists and Catholics, especially in light of military engagements in Ireland 

and a steady climate of anti-French sentiment.
41

 And more importantly, perhaps, it 

made clear that by the end of the seventeenth century, the foreign churches no longer 

enjoyed the unqualified support and protection of Canterbury: “It contradicted her 

Majesty’s Character of being the Head of the Protestant Interest in Europe: and how 

contradictory [did] it look [that] that was condemned at home, for which Her Majesty 

is pleased to interpose Her Royal Authority, this very time, in relation to Protestant 

Germany.”
42

 Anglican divines hoped to extend the moral discipline of the established 

Church over a sluggish nation; this was a “moral revolution” which verged on moral 

nationalism.
43

  

  

The 1707 Anglo-Scottish Act of Union, in particular, had sought to build upon 

an English and Scottish shared belief in Protestantism, avoiding religious 

confrontation and social disquiet. But religious disquietude crossed the unionist and 

loyalist divide, and most particularly amongst Presbyterian anti-unionists who were 

unwilling to accept both an English head of state and church, and to cede synod 

autonomy.
44

 Daniel Defoe, in pro-Union polemicist mode, argued against such 

Presbyterian stubbornness; failure to support the Union, he claimed, was an obstacle 

to national security and akin to hampering the growth and strength of the entire 

Protestant Church.
45

 In this context, Protestant commonalities proved convenient in 
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masking deeper-rooted political and social differences between England and 

Scotland.
46

 

  

Beyond the high political arena, the state of the nation was also a matter of 

discussion. Economic, social and political frameworks underwent intense scrutiny as 

British society struggled to come to terms with the demographic impact of decades of 

rapid commercialization and urbanization.
47

 Political economists including William 

Petty, John Bellers, and Richard Cantillon, focused on ideas of velocity of trade 

circulation, population growth and trade deficits when attempting to regulate and 

predict how best to manage future growth.
48

 Bellers, a Quaker merchant with an eye 

on the American colonies, articulated the views of many when he argued that 

impoverished labourers, both domestic and foreign, were needed: “…regularly 

labouring People are the Kingdom’s greatest Treasure and Strength, for without 

Labourers there can be no Lords.”
49

 Territory and mercantilist production were no 

longer considered the determining factors which regulated national prosperity, but 

rather the size of a states’ population, and the value and productivity of labour: ubi 

popolus, ibi obulus. In England’s Interest and Improvement, the title of a 1663 

pamphlet by Samuel Fortrey, it was pointed out that, “the greatest thing therefore that 

any Prince can aim at, is to make his dominions rich and populous.”
50

 The ambition 

and language of political economy had infiltrated popular debate and was pulled along 

by a troika of labour, migration and nationality.
51

  

 

Tensions brought about by these debates on political economy forged the 

Naturalisation Act (1708). Passed by a Whig administration, the Act granted any 

foreign person willing to swear an oath of allegiance to the Crown, to take sacrament 

in the Church of England, and to pay the sum of one shilling, “deemed, adjudged, and 
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taken to be one of Her Majesty’s natural-born subjects, as if they… were born within 

this kingdom”.
52

 Englishness, at least in this context, was now defined as loyalty to 

the Crown, adherence to the Church and financial probity. The Act drew upon 

already-coagulating discourses of the rights and privileges of Englishmen common to 

the late-seventeenth century.
53

 Between 1650 and 1680, some 8-10,000 French 

Protestant refugees arrived in England and another 40-50,000 followed the 1685 

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes.
54

 The Naturalisation Act was, at least in how it 

was publically promoted, primarily intended to acknowledge the contributions of 

these refugees to the manufacturing and financial development of the kingdom, and to 

encourage guilds and employers to end their hostility to foreign workers. Referencing 

Hebrews 13:2, the foreigners presented an “opportunity to entertain angels”, 

according to Sir Peter Pett.
55

 Everything possible should be done to facilitate their 

entry into English society. But Tory critics like Joseph Addison protested loudly 

against this politics of accommodation, claiming it reduced the “birthright of an 

Englishmen to the value of twelve pence;”
 
others argued that ‘Englishness’ went far 

beyond laws and privileges, encompassing as it did the manners, assumptions, and 

history of the national make-up.
56 

 “Men could not transplant themselves,” and 

concomitantly their political loyalties, “merely by words”.
57

 Growing vocal debates 

concerning the rights of refugees now went to the heart of the party political division, 

as well as to concerns about a changing, more international, London. 

  

The Williamite revolution, and later Hanoverian succession, helped to play a 

significant role in shifting attitudes towards foreignness. The accession of William of 

Orange to the English throne could have been presented as the action of an ‘alien’ 

saving the country from the throes of James II’s popery; such a view was epitomised 
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in contemporary Whig literature, seeking as it did to endear a British public to the 

idea of a foreign monarch at the time of the Succession crisis.
58

 Pamphlets directly 

addressed the religious concerns of Tories who questioned the idea of a foreign prince 

taking Anglican communion: one, The Harmony of the Lutheran Doctrine with that of 

the Church of England, compared, in adjacent columns, the doctrine of the Anglican 

Church with the articles of the Augsburg Confession, in an effort to refute the 

accusations of High Church propaganda.
59

 The providential rhetoric employed in 

Williamite propaganda bypassed questions of constitutionality and emphasised 

instead the sweeping moral purpose of William’s kingship.
60

 If a foreign prince could 

adopt the English crown, then the idea of a foreign subject and a stranger becoming a 

citizen became thinkable.  

 

Consideration of the monarch’s nationality paralleled debates on new ideas of 

kingship. In theory the king, as an extension of the divine, should surpass ideas of 

nationality and borders: the divine right to rule did not possess limits. William III’s 

decision to move with him to England much of the Dutch officer class is a testament 

to this idea that birth and heritage might exceed nationality in terms of power and 

acceptance within a state. Noble blood and class transcended and trumped the 

political, and elites and migrants working in sectors designated culturally, socially or 

modishly acceptable were seen to integrate with relative ease. The craze for learning 

French and attending French music recitals, common in London at the end of the 

seventeenth century, seemed to mitigate the arrival of Calvinist refugees; by 1700, 

French refugees numbered nearly 25,000 and made up 5 per cent of the total 

population of London.
61

 Indeed, many complained of the “French education” which 

had “changed our natures, and enslaved our nation”.
62

 Language teachers, cloth 
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workers, musicians and artists all found a place, but many ordinary workers did not. 

French migrants were one matter, but refugees of a lower socio-economic status were 

seen as lazy and unbecoming to English society. Yet British society was not 

homogenously or resolutely hostile to foreigners. Prominent advocates of 

naturalization like Daniel Defoe rebuked attacks on William III for giving English 

titles to Dutch interests in The True Born Englishman (1701). He argued that society 

should take little concern over a person’s name or identity and focus, rather, on their 

character and moral standing.
63

 In arguing that the ‘true born Englishman’ had been a 

foreigner not long before, Defoe attempted to soften his readership’s views towards 

the idea of refugees growing into Englishmen.
64

 There was, after all he argued, no 

“heterogeneous thing, an Englishman“.
65

 

 

The quandary Defoe confronted was how to make the continental refugees 

now crossing the Channel and arriving in England appear a support, and not a threat 

to the wider public and to show how foreign labourers would help to develop both 

English, and colonial, economies. Defoe advocated greater “methods of civil polity, 

which we see this age arrived to;” social management and the admission of foreign 

workers was a project which could be lucrative to the state.
66

 Politicians and political 

commentators, meanwhile, recognised in the charitable and confessional support 

offered to migrants  an opportunity to present the arrival of European Protestants into 

the kingdom as further evidence of the ‘election’ of the English  people to lead a 

Protestant International, a cosmopolitan diaspora of Protestants championed by good 

Queen Anne.
67

 The English people had been tested, like the Israelites of the Old 

Testament, and now they could save other Christians from popish persecution.
68

 If 

Britishness in this period was about the development of a broad English Protestant 
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culture contrasted with the “outlandishness” of a Catholic one, then a link should be 

forged between Britons and ‘Protestant refugees’, however reluctant some interests 

were to embrace continental Europeans.
69

  

 

Whether it was for personal cultivation or economic advancement, in the 

second half of the seventeenth century a growing section of English society grew to 

appreciate that something could be gained from permitting, indeed encouraging, 

foreigners to settle in England.
70

 This general goodwill was broken down by the turn 

into the eighteenth century. Questions were raised as to why migrants should be 

granted entry at all, why the Crown gave foreigners aid when Englishmen went 

hungry, and why citizenship rights in the form of naturalization should be granted 

when England had not first taken care of her own poor. The manufacturing classes, 

more specifically, had concerns about the possible effects of any liberalisation of the 

labour market in favour of foreign workers, or indeed the granting of freedom of 

movement into the country. In London’s Spitalfields, weavers’ meetings adopted 

frenzied and violent tones when rumours circulated of the arrival in East London of 

French cloth workers during the 1670 and ’80s.
71

 Perceived threats to the economy 

and the added perception that refugees brought with them threatening practices, ideas 

and innovations led to popular resentment. Such concerns were not exclusively 

reserved for non-native English-speakers from the continent: many Londoners feared 

the ‘foreigners,’ as persons from outside the capital were also called, just as much as 

they did strangers from the continent.
72

  

 

Much of the debate concerning the suitability of foreigners for English society 

was couched in a confessionalised language. Englishmen were Anglicans, and 
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adherence to another faith cast doubt on the means of being a full-blooded loyalist. To 

some extent, as Tony Claydon has argued, invocations of Christian solidarity were 

merely designed to highlight the importance of acting in conformity with Christian 

principals in the conduct of international relations.
73

 Nevertheless, many Tories did 

fret over migrants damaging the religious integrity of the established Anglican 

Church, dislodging the very bedrock of English identity which could not be conceived 

of without reference to that religion.
74

 Such views had earlier stymied attempts to 

liberalise foreign access to the labour market. In 1667, the parliamentarian John 

Milward had argued against the introduction of a general Naturalization Bill on the 

grounds that it would be a threat to the established Church.
75

 At a time when dissent 

and the very faith of the king was a cause for concern, ‘confessional migrations’ could 

further challenge the already-weakened Church of England.
76

 On 28 July 1681, 

Charles II issued a proclamation which allowed “distressed Protestants abroad” to 

settle in England, but it did not guarantee any special concessions; the king’s promise 

of letters of denization for the immigrants, and indeed of proposing a naturalization 

bill to Parliament, all came to nothing.
77

 Under James II, only French Calvinists and 

other foreigners who conformed to Anglicanism could obtain charitable support from 

the Church.
78

 There had already been an overwhelming growth in outward dissent 

since the Act of Toleration (1689; 1 William & Mary c 18, which received the royal 

assent on 24 May 1689), an Act which brought in freedom of worship for non-

conformists who pledged to the oaths of allegiance and supremacy and rejected 

transubstantiation. While Dissenters (Catholics, non-Trinitarians and atheists) 

continued to be excluded from public office and universities, between 1689 and 1710, 

3,901 dissenters’ places of worship were licensed.
79

 In 1708, the issues of religious 

adherence, labour, migration and nationality fused in popular and political debate and 
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came to have a direct bearing on the subsequent passing of England’s first 

Naturalisation Act. 
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The State of the Palatines for Fifty Years to this Present Time, London, 1710. 
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The origins of the ‘refugee crisis’ of 1709 seem relatively benign. In the 

German Rhineland in the summer of 1708, the German Lutheran minister Joshua 

Kocherthal gathered round him nineteen families and offered them a particularly 

appealing new escape route from their war-torn homeland.
80

 Poor harvests had meant 

that “tears and lamentations [were] seen and heard in every place… leaving poor 

people reduc’d to the utmost want and extremity”.
81

 Kocherthal assured his attentive 

followers that the prohibitive costs of such a long voyage need not deter them from 

leaving for a new life in British America. The cost of the crossing, Kocherthal said, 

would be paid by the generous bounty of Queen Anne, who as Protestant Protectress 

was “the Mother of Europe, and the Best of Queens”.
82

 John Churchill, the duke of 

Marlborough and hero of Blenheim, had promised Rhineland Protestants that the 

Queen would not abandon them, Kocherthal said. Seeking the Crown’s benevolence 

and wishing to pass through England to the Queen’s American colonies, these 

Rhineland refugees were escorted by Kocherthal towards the Channel, the first stage 

in their journey to a new life overseas.  

  

In Holland, British officials were unsure how much the recently-arrived 

Palatine migrants knew of life in England and the American Colonies.
83

 Not ten years 

earlier in 1699, the Board of Trade had acquired land in Virginia and provided it to 

Huguenot refugees to settle, and in 1706 it had purchased yet more land in 

Pennsylvania and paid for the transportation of European refugees to that 

Commonwealth, to aid in populating the colony with European labourers.
84

 News of 

these ventures was certainly available to Kocherthal and it was clear that the migrants 

had been well briefed to appeal to the three aspects of precedential treatment of 

Huguenots and Germans in the preceding years; to English Christian charity; and to 
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Crown benevolence in the hopes of having their claims for asylum in England 

accepted. On arrival in England the migrants sought the support of other strangers in 

the city; Kocherthal and a number of British supporters helped to file petitions and 

advance the cause of the refugees.
85

 Herbert Schumen, for example, requested “any 

form of money as Her Majesty shall be pleas’d to order for our subsistence”.
86

 

Melchoir Giles, a self-confessed “poor Lutheran”, asked for extra funds and “humble 

permission to stay here… until my wife is cured of the cancer in her breast”.
87

 Falling 

on the charitable support of London hospitals, refugees quickly faced accusations of 

being a drain on tax payers. The Queen herself was not free of involvement in the 

matter and heeded especially her late consort’s chaplain, John Tribbeko, who 

encouraged her to set an example and support the refugees. From her private funds 

Anne granted Melchoir Giles two months respite, “until he can go to New York with 

his fellow countrymen to the land of bountys”.
88

   

 

This first small group of refugees in 1708 set in train a far larger migration in 

1709. When Kocherthal returned to the Rhineland in late 1708 he reaffirmed stories of 

English generosity, and he set out details of England’s open ports and bountiful 

wealth. The Goldene Büchlein [Golden Book] set out the success of the 1708 

migration and stirred up even greater interest in England.
89

 The recent bad harvest and 

a devastating winter prompted many Rhinelanders to gamble on a better life abroad 

and to flee to the Rhine ports, amassing at Rotterdam where they encountered an 

unexpectedly well-organised and large-scale transportation network of traffickers 

willing to aid them on their journey.
90
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The British Resident in Holland, James Dayrolle, launched an investigation 

into the migrants’ welfare and as to how they were being treated in Rotterdam and he 

noted that “some of the Palatines… have been in a manner forced to come hither [to 

Britain]”.
91

 British officials struggled to keep up with the “great number of German 

Protestants now coming over”, and the Earl of Sunderland intervened to state that they 

should be accommodated as quickly as possible as they would be of “greater benefit 

to this kingdom”.
92

  If they were quickly settled and set to work, these rootless 

“husbandmen and labouring people… would be rendered easy to dispose of to the 

advantage of the public”, strengthening England’s population and providing a “great 

example for others to follow”.
93

  

  

News of desperate and traumatic cross-channel crossings, and of changes in 

policy and confused decision-making regarding the relief and settlement of migrants, 

slowly shifted attitudes towards the migrants. The journey to the Channel and on to 

England had weakened many; “great misery,” plagued the Channel crossing, “causing 

severall children to die in their passage from Holland for want of room”.
94

 In London 

the chaplain royal John Tribbeko, together with George Andrew Rupperti, minister of 

St Mary’s Lutheran church in the Savoy, both Germans by birth, established an 

insurance fund for the Palatines and attended to their immediate needs.
95

 Many 

stricken migrants found themselves “in great straits… many going almost naked” and 

as ship after ship arrived at St Catherine’s Dock, the situation worsened. Most were 

“sick and destitute” and their capacity to work was curbed by the disproportionate 

number of very old and very young women and children under the age of fourteen 

years among them. Ribberti and Tribbeko compiled detailed information regarding 

the refugees, now languishing in hastily prepared ‘tent cities’ at Blackheath and 
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Camberwell.
96

 And almost half of the first cohort were “sick or unable to work”; 

leaving only 191 fit-to-work adult males.
97

 Port officials reported the discovery of 

Baptists and “papists mix’d among” the group, a finding that at first sparked protest, 

until it was decided that even Dissenters could be set to work at London’s naval 

dockyards.
98

  

 

It is correct that John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough, had left a hanging 

promise of English support for German Protestants during his campaigning in the 

Rhineland in the early years of the eighteenth century. Indeed his sympathetic words  

for the residents of the Rhineland and Palatinate was likely the impetus for the 

‘Golden Book’. The House of Commons Committee, established to inquire into 

causes of the 1709 migration, hinted strongly towards the possibility: 

And upon the examination of several of them [Palatines] what were the motives 

which induced them to leave their native country, it appears to the committee 

that there were several books and papers dispersed in the Palatinate with the 

Queen’s picture before the book and the title pages in Letters of Gold (which 

from thence was called the Golden Book), to encourage them to come to 

England in order to be sent to Carolina or other of her Majesty’s Plantations to 

be settled there. The book is chiefly a recommendation of that country.
99

 

 

What exactly was this Golden Book? It was most likely the Ausführlich und 

Unständlicher Bericht von der berühmten Landschafft Carolina, in dem 

Engelländischen America gelegen (A Compete and Detailed Report of the renowned 

District of Carolina) written by Joshua Kocherthal, the former Lutheran pastor of 

Landau (Bavaria) whose proper name was Joshua Harrsch.
100

 Before the journey of 

1708, Kocherthal had travelled to London in 1704 to petition for permission to escort 

some German Lutherans to the British American colonies. When in London, 
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Kocherthal had established contact with Captain William Killigrew, son of the 

courtier and playwright of the same name; Killigrew was a land adventurer who had 

in 1706 suggested to parliament that it use him secretly, as an agent to buy out the 

Carolina land proprietors at a low price.
101

 Killigrew’s plans grew so far as to suggest 

to parliament that, “I am in treaty with some thousands of Protestant People from 

foreign parts, who are desirous of to go thither when this affair [the War of Spanish 

Succession] is settled which naturally will increase the rent of the county and the 

customs by considerable for England.”
102

 At the time of his first visit to London in 

1704, Kocherthal likely sought to reach agreement with either the proprietors of 

Carolina (perhaps through Killigrew) or with members of parliament about such a 

venture. The result of Kocherthal’s visit to London was his 1706 pamphlet, A 

Complete and Detailed…report of…Carolina, known locally as the ‘Golden Book’. 

Kocherthal’s text does not make explicit any offers made by Queen Anne or others, 

but does note that he had plans to aid Germans in relocating to the Colonies.
103

 The 

text was hugely popular: a fourth edition appeared in Frankfurt in 1709, the year of 

the mass migration to England. Kocherthal’s advertising pamphlet helped to create 

what was called the rabies Carolinae in German-speaking Europe, with ‘Carolina’ 

becoming a moniker for all American colonies, and most especially Pennsylvania. 

The ‘Golden Book’ did have some detractors: Anton Wilhelm Böhme was moved to 

pen his Das verlangte, nicht erlangte Canaan (‘The desired, not acquired Canaan’) to 

try to counter-balance Kocherthal’s gleaming depiction of life abroad.
104

 Kocherthal’s 

desire to move German refugees to the Americas was undoubtedly financially and 

commercially-driven; the proprietors of Carolina were already planning to recruit 

German workers and an altogether more-complex game was at play, pitting the 

interest of proprietary investment in Carolina against parliament in London. This push 
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to liberalise access to the colonial labour market for foreign workers involved 

bishops, knights, kings and queens – all that was missing was a pawn to make the first 

more. 

 

Kocherthal’s efforts resulted in a surge of c.6,500 refugees reaching London 

by June 1709. Of the 1,770 families enumerated, there were 693 Calvinist families; 

550 Lutheran; 512, Catholic; twelve Baptist; and three Mennonite families.
105

 One-

third of the migrants were Roman Catholic, who together with many “pseudo-

Protestants” made up the band of would-be persecuted Lutherans. It now seemed from 

reports sent by Dayrolle from Rotterdam that the “poor Palatines” were “flying not so 

much for religion” as for other reasons. The consul noted that the Palatine Catholics 

and Protestants “seem to agree all very well, being several of them mixed together 

husbands and wives of different religion or united by parentage”.
106

  

 

Back in London, a one-hundred man Palatine Commission, headed by Sir John 

Chamerlayne, Sir Thomas Bray and others, set about collecting funds and 

coordinating the movement and settlement of the Palatines outside the city; meetings 

took place at the Temple Exchange Coffee House in the city’s Petty France district.
107

 

Many gentlemen feared that the surge in the number of poor migrants in the city 

would shake the social hierarchy.
108

 “The city and the suburbs”, they complained, had 

recently become “a continued scene of riot and confusion”. This malaise trickled 

down to the smallest social arenas. In the years immediately preceding, changing 

signs of politeness and a perceived sense of overcrowding as a result of spatial 

remapping following the Great Fire imbued many with a sense they were surrounded 

by ‘semi-strangers’, and new groups had emerged in response to this changing social-
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political framework. Church bodies, like the Society for the Promotion of Christian 

Knowledge (1699), and the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (1702) and 

political and literary clubs, such as the Kit-Kat (1689) appeared too.
109

 This eclectic 

collection of reform and debate organisations reflected a reforming generation which 

shared similar objectives, seeking to broaden social participation rather than 

completely overhaul society and it was within this context, ostensibly appealing to the 

public’s Protestant goodwill, that the Palatine’s Commission trotted out phrases and 

tropes laced with the language of reform. Charity was the “most lasting, valuable, and 

exquisite luxury,” and the Commission pleaded to the “best-disposed of England’s 

subjects” to “readily and cheerfully contribute to the relief and support of the Poor 

Palatines”.
110

 Widespread poverty was already serving as a focus for reforming 

energies throughout the country at a local, as much as a polite and clubbable, level; 

the establishment of pauper farms, of workhouses and the review of Settlement Laws 

and parish systems marked a turning point in attitudes towards dependency in these 

early years of the eighteenth century. By instilling more uniform categories to 

poverty, a new national system of relief was pieced together, and an increasingly 

well-entrenched division between ‘able’ and ‘non-able bodied’ paupers was 

established. Defining and nationalising aspects of local discourse and social hierarchy, 

reforming and political legislation engendered a widespread, albeit socially and 

legally undefined, understanding of people who lay outside social and safety 

networks. New legal modes were required to legitimise pre-existing principles of 

inclusion and exclusion in the country. 

 

Troubled voices declared the migrants’ arrival a “crisis” and demanded royal 

and governmental intervention to ease the situation.
111

 Queen Anne issued a 
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proclamation calling upon her subjects “to take effectual measures, in conjunction 

with your allies to redress that Calamity” and to aid the recently-arrived Protestant 

brethren.
112

 The government feared an urban public health crisis and frantic meetings 

took place during the summer of 1709; if the Palatines “are not quickly dispos’d of”, 

officials worried, “[they] will breed a sickness in the city”.
113

 Dispersal beyond 

London was encouraged and officials granted a bounty of £5 to every parish willing to 

accept a migrant into their community.
114

 The Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas 

Tenison, worked hard to mobilise his clergy in support of the refugee cause. “I do 

earnestly recommend to you”, he implored his colleagues, “the promoting of this 

good, necessary work”. The migrants’ cause was promoted as a prime and much-

needed opportunity to “provide a public testimony of our zeal for the Reformed 

Religion”.
115

 But the migrants’ religious requirements rapidly slipped from focus, as 

their true faith became a matter of inquiry and their illness a matter of concern. 

Reverends Riberti and Tribekko lamented the lack of general support for their cause, 

confessing that “we are finding it difficult to take care of their spiritual concerns”.
116

 

Fellow Germans, at the Hamburg Lutheran Church on Trinity Lane, St Mary-Le-

Savoy Lutheran Church and the other four German churches in the city, offered no 

substantial donation towards the upkeep of the new arrivals and other migrant 

communities such as the Huguenots appeared untouched by the refugees’ plight.
117

 

Visitors to the city who might well have shown an interest would appear to have been 

shielded from the sight of the poor Germans. The German orientalist and traveller 

Zacharias von Uffenbach spent weeks in London in 1710 and never once heard of, or 

mentioned, the thousands of fellow-German impoverished migrants in the city.
118

 And 

foreigners already established in London were reluctant to reveal their all-too-recent 

immigrant origins, refusing to openly support the new arrivals. The Anglican Church 
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searched vainly to find incentives for its own clergy to support the migrants. It proved 

more convenient for parliament and the Established Church to declare a public crisis 

than to confront the social and legislative challenges created by the arrival of the 

unsolicited foreigners in the country.  

 

The economic debates provoked by the new migrants went to the heart of 

contemporary Whig-Tory divides and to broader social concerns. Whigs saw in Louis 

XIV’s persecution of the Protestant Palatines justification for the war with Catholic 

France, while Tories complained that supporting German Lutherans simply prolonged 

a costly war. Of even greater concern was whether English men and women, who had 

as was noted in 1710 a “natural aversion to foreigners”, wanted Europeans to live 

amongst them and if so, irrespective of their religious views, how their presence 

might change England.
119

 The refugees’ was also linked to discussions concerning 

rights of access to welfare, as well as the thesis that “people are the wealth and 

strength of a nation”.
120

 Supporters of immigration claimed that the Palatines were 

analogous to “industrious bees in a hive”, a “treasure” and an untapped source of 

human wealth.
121

 John Bellers advocated that they be directed into schemes that 

would provide profit for employers and “help to make food sufficient for the whole of 

society”.
122

 Critics, meanwhile, suggested that the migrants had neither the intention 

nor the capacity to work, and cast Sir Peter Pett’s earlier use of Hebrews 13:2 to 

describe the migrants as angels, against Isaiah 1:7, claiming that “these strangers have 

come to devour the land… [and] to eat the bread out of Englishmen’s mouths”.
123

 

Bread became a pervasive metaphor in these debates, provoking memories of all-too-

common food shortages in the late seventeenth-century. And there were probing 

questions about the type of men and women these migrants were. By fashioning the 
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migrants as “innocent, laborious, peaceable, healthy and ingenious people”, 

supporters sought to quell escalating popular animosity and re-focus debate on the 

nature, rather than produce, of an ideal British society.
124

 But this line of argument 

had limited success and popular opinion was increasingly hostile towards the 

strangers. 

 

Contemporary reactions to the migrants of 1709 underscore how much of the  

widespread anti-emigrant rhetoric and xenophobia stemmed from social, rather than 

local, politics. Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Tenison, worried about the 

“concerning disturbances which occur’d [in southern towns] whilst some of the 

Palatine refugees were being settled”.
125

 The authors of the Palatine Catechism 

(1709) were prompted to devote sections of their German-to-English vocabulary to 

the language of English social hierarchy, to etiquette in taverns, and polite customs; 

inference can be drawn as to where the Palatines were encountering the greatest 

challenges when encountering English men and women. Phrases such as “they have 

stolen from us” and “everybody talks of us” were given, in German and English; as 

were recommendations that the migrants learn how to say in English, “We behave 

ourselves submissively to all people” and “We are strangers and here upon 

charity”.
126

 German migrants were encouraged to learn these lines quickly and to 

defend themselves against popular accusations of laziness and avarice, and of seeking 

to fall upon welfare, state support and charity. Palatine friends and foes alike both 

concurred that the migrants needed to understand what role they might play in their 

new English home. English neighbours drew attention to the migrants’ “age and 

infirmities” and their behaviour was judged foreign and unbecoming. Parishioners of 

St Olave’s in York, for example, were outraged at the sight of “Palatine wives 
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begging for their husbands in the streets”.
127

 Even the Board of Trade argued that 

pushing them into rural areas would make the foreigners “more fit for the almshouse 

than the workhouse”.
128

 Using the language of Whig, Tory and political economic 

debate, the St Olave’s parishioners contended that the Palatines were an “extravagant 

and unreasonable charge to the kingdom… with whosoever advising the bringing over 

of the poor Palatines”, “an enemy to the Queen and this kingdom”.
129

 The manner in 

which the migrants were variously reported on, criticised and sympathetically 

supported sheds light on the ways and forms in which discourses of society and state 

were merging in early eighteenth-century Britain. Not just the language, but the 

ideological divisions of Whig-Tory politics too, were appearing with surprising 

regularity.  

 

The Board of Trade continued throughout 1709 to argue that the German 

migrants could be put to best possible use in the Colonies, just as the Germans who 

had been moved to Pennsylvania some years earlier were. The Board’s founding 

articles charged it with populating the colonies and it certainly attended to this charge 

in 1709-10: at every meeting of the Board of Trade in 1709, the issue of what to do 

with the refugees was raised.
130

 The Board of Ordinance, the Attorney General, Sir 

James Montagu; and the Lord Treasurer, Sidney Godolphin, were all drawn into the 

debate and in May 1709 Charles Spencer, Lord Sunderland encouraged members of 

the Board of Trade “to consider of a method for settling the said Germans in some 

part of the kingdom”, and most especially to attempt to move them to the American 

colonies.
131

 Charles, Lord Townsend, who as ambassador extraordinary to the States-

General knew at first-hand of the plight of the German refugees amassed in 

Rotterdam, added his weight behind plans to transport the migrants to North America. 



 31 

‘The expenses may be great”, the Rotterdam British envoy Dayrolle wrote in June 

1709, “but are necessary if you are in want of these people for the Plantations, as my 

Lord Townshend [sic] seems to be of opion you are.”
132

 By late summer 1709, the 

Board of Trade recommended to Godolphin that the refugees be transported to 

Jamaica and New York, the latter location because many of the Germans then in 

London “were of the same country as those gone to New York [in 1706 and they] 

…had expressed a great desire of being transported there.”
133

 The Board 

recommended that the migrants be transported as colonist-labourers “at H.M. charge”. 

 

By October 1709, the number of German refugees in London stood at 

13,500.
134

 Charity towards the Palatines had dried up before the drive to support them 

had properly taken off. Just one-third of the amount raised in charitable donation for 

Huguenot refugees in the late seventeenth century was raised for the Palatines 

(£63,000 compared with £22,000). Finding the welcome to be more qualified than 

expected, some 3,000 men, women and children chose to return to Rotterdam and 

Germany; others returned when they were exposed as Roman Catholics.
135

 The 

remaining migrants, perhaps now numbering 9,000, were refused admission to the 

City and were accommodated in tents on Blackheath, Camberwell and Greenwich 

commons, with the remainder housed at Deptford. The Government had grown more 

attentive of public disquiet about the large community of poor, ill and unemployed 

foreigners living in wards and parishes near to or outside the city walls and embarked 

on a campaign to disperse them as quickly as possible.
136

 It is not clear how many of 

them died in the coldest winter recorded in England, 1709-10, living in tents and in 

warehouses, but by the spring of 1710 the surviving families were dispatched from 

London throughout the country. The Corporation of Liverpool accepted 130 migrants 
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and a small number were given leave to move to Chester; 322 men entered military 

service and a further 56 became domestic servants. The largest number were sent to 

Ireland and to colonial New York; 3,073 were moved across the Irish sea to form a 

‘Protestant bulwark’ against the Catholic Irish and some 3,300 were sent to New York 

as “the first large-scale German settlement in the British colonies” , to be employed 

there in the naval supplies trade.
137

  

 

 So why were the Palatine refugees of 1709 treated in such a different way than 

the Huguenot refugees who had preceded them just one generation before? Without 

doubt, it is the fact that both parliament and public engaged in a debate about the 

suitability of these poor and unpopular refugees, who were more impoverished than 

the French refugees who had arrived in the later seventeenth century, for life in 

England. There were calls to censure the government for encouraging the migrants to 

come; an active print debate highlighted their inability to speak English, their 

unkempt appearance and their seemingly lazy attitude. Unlike the Palatines, the 

Huguenot refugees of the late seventeenth century had never been the subject of 

parliamentary debate (perhaps because parliament was not in session for much of 

James II’s reign) and a print press and debate culture was not as enlivened in the last 

decades of the seventeenth century as it was becoming in the early eighteenth. 

 

 Even more unusual was the shift in line of argument used to condemn the 

Palatines, a clear change in attitude in a relatively short period of time and a shift in 

argument which has bearing on how English identity was being formed and reformed 

in the first decades of the eighteenth century. When Archbishop Tenison appealed to 

Christian charity to support the refugees, he did so in part because he held that 
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England was obliged to aid fellow Protestants in need of refuge; just as had been done 

for the Huguenots in the 1680s. Some in England feared that “the Protestant interest is 

at as low ebb now as ever it was since the Reformation” and that “Germany seems to 

be lost [to Protestantism].”
138

 England was the patron of European Protestantism and 

had led the way in supporting exiled French Calvinists and now she must do the same 

in support of German Lutherans. But the British public at large, and many Anglicans 

in particular, were doubtful of the religious convictions of the German migrants, and 

this scepticism was strengthened when it was discovered than a large part of the body 

of refugees were, in fact, Catholics. Why offer Protestant charity to refugees who had 

not suffered for their faith as earlier religious refugees had, many argued?
139

 New 

projects aimed at promoting social welfare rose and fell on a public reckoning of the 

justness of the cause, rather than the station of their authors.
140

 This was the beginning 

of an ‘Age of Benevolence’, a time more especially associated with the later 

eighteenth century than the first decades of that century, but the Palatines failed to 

convince the public of their just cause and as such, were largely ignored.
141

 

 

 A second reason why the refugees of 1709 faced a response so very different 

to that which welcomed the Huguenots was the accident of weather and the resulting 

impact of economic decline. German refugees had fled because of poor harvests 

brought on by extremely bad weather; and while harvests in England were not as poor 

as in Germany, the self-same adverse climatic conditions had caused food prices in 

England to nearly double in 1709. Reverend John Shower’s sermon of 1695 entitled, 

Winter meditations: or, a sermon concerning frost, and snow, and winds, &c. and the 

wonders of God therein, was reprinted in London in 1709, as people struggled to 

understand the reasons for the change in climate.
142

 Climate and economy exerted a 



 34 

particular, and understandable, influence on popular attitudes to the added strain on 

charity. And perhaps of greatest importance in understanding this shift in attitude 

towards foreigners is that migrants were no longer viewed as of economic advantage 

to the nation. Earlier refugees had found their niche in the market, working in 

relatively skilled jobs in craft production, in education, in finance and in cultural life. 

The Palatines were predominately agriculturalists who seemed unsuited for anything 

other than agrarian life. The refugees’ defenders understood this line of argument and 

used it to defend the Germans’ claims to “advance wealth and the strength of a 

nation”. “The Multitude of People is the Interest of the Nation”, and since the time of 

William Petty and Josiah Child in the seventeenth century, it was believed that a 

simple increase in population would benefit the state.
143

 Petty and Child had reached 

the height of their popularity in the late seventeenth century, and a large population 

was no longer enough – immigrants should be skilled and of use. The illiteracy of 

some of the German refugees, their lack of professional skill and their unfair 

representation as lazy and incapable of retraining made them appear unlikely English 

citizens to an already-dubious English public. The refugees’ Protestant faith –if such 

could even be proven– and their genuine need to appeal to English charity –if, too, 

they were refugees from an aggressive war and not simply avaricious economic 

migrants– were no longer enough to allow them access to England. Popular opinion 

had changed and it was now clear that scepticism about the refugees genuine claims to 

asylum, and acceptance that they were almost entirely unskilled labourers, meant that 

the government could not persuade the population of London or the country beyond 

the capital, to accommodate them. It was for this reason that they were redirected to 

the British American colonies and to Ireland, where their number, as much as their 
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agrarian knowledge, would prove useful in forming bulwarks against French and Irish 

Catholics. 

 

And yet: perhaps everything turned out just as it was planned. The refugees 

were sent abroad, to buttress Protestant interests overseas and to buoy deficiencies in 

the colonial labour market. It was private interest groups, working together with the 

Board of Trade and interested parties in Treasury, the Board of Ordinance and 

elsewhere, who had relieved government of the ‘refugee problem’ and taken delivery 

of these labourers in the colonies. Colonial proprietors like William Killigrew and 

John Archdale in the Carolinas, William Penn Jr. in Pennsylvania and Robert Hunter 

in New York were exceedingly happy to have them; repeated attempts, from the 

1660s onwards, to relax rights of access to the English and colonial American labour 

markets had failed, and the Naturalisation Act of 1708 was unpopular and largely 

unsuited to the colonies’ real needs for European labourers. Why go to the 

unnecessary length of making all foreigners citizens by act of parliament, when 

unwanted refugees could be better employed as colonist settlers with limited rights of 

appeal to the law? What proprietors in the American colonies wanted, and what their 

supporters in government in London were willing to support, was a justification to 

circumvent London –in both theory and practice– and dispatch willing European 

migrants directly to the colonies, satisfying the terms of the Navigation Act by 

touching English soil en route at Cowes, far removed from the gaze of politicians and 

their constituents. The result of this shift in policy was a growing distance between 

Britain and continental Europe, at least in how Europeans and foreign migrants were 

viewed in Britain, as well as a growing uncertainty about just how ‘English’ the 

residents of the English American colonies really were. It would mean that by the 
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second half of the eighteenth century, residents of the American colonies would come 

to see Englishmen amongst them as strangers. 

 

Whether refugees or economic migrants, the migration of 1709 prompted a 

public reaction in England to a much longer-term trade-and-industrial campaign for 

cheaper labour in England and in her colonies. By 1712, anti-emigration voices 

succeeded in revoking the 1708 Naturalization Act; not until 1844 would Parliament 

again vote through a similar bill for the United Kingdom.
144

 The refugees of 1709 saw 

the London government buckle under populist ranting against migration; parliament 

backed down in the face of popular political unrest. Colonial American demands for 

foreign labour instead put pressure on parliament to allow agents and interested 

parties in England and in the English colonies to bypass London and to invite, 

directly, continental Europeans to settle and work in America. In this way, Germans 

and other Europeans in the British colonies came, indirectly, to become citizens and 

subjects of the Crown. Beginning in 1717, the German-speaking Elector of Hanover 

and English king George I offered tracts of land beyond the Alleghany Mountains, in 

western Pennsylvania, to German settlers.
145

 Before long a vibrant society emerged 

and Philadelphia became a city of spirited debate where ideas about life and liberty 

were openly contested on a regular basis. 

 

Conclusion 

 The Palatine refugees on 1709 were quickly forgotten. Whereas over seventy 

pamphlets and poems had been penned setting out the plight of the Huguenot refugees 

arrived in England after 1685 and almost all were supportive of their charitable 

reception, not a third of that number reported on the Palatines in 1709 and after, and 
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over half of those were condemnatory and dismissive of the legitimacy of their claims 

to asylum.
146

 These poor, largely uneducated refugees had arrived at the worst 

possible time, when the natural and political climate was as ungenerous as it had ever 

been. By 1712, the Naturalisation Act had been repealed by a new Tory 

administration and the rights of ‘free-born Englishmen’ would not again be available 

to the non-English for over a century. The vague cultural compounds and ambiguous 

legal definitions underpinning English and British subject-hood and citizenship 

remained in place, just as they had before. Events of 1709 also provide a snapshot of a 

frenetic and important debate in early eighteenth-century England, which involved the 

changing nature of popular English Protestantism, reforming discourses and networks 

of social mobilisation, and an emerging fissure in the centre-peripheral relationship 

between colonies and the British metropolis. Contemporaries judged the migrant issue 

to be a pertinent test case of these issues. 

 

Accounts of English nationalism in the eighteenth century can be seen to begin 

with an assumption of “English xenophobia”, but recalling events of 1709 offers an 

opportunity to see that 
 
views of foreign migrants changed for a combination of 

reasons.
147

 An emerging English nationalism was not merely xenophobic, and nor was 

it built on a strict adherence to Anglicanism; the reception of a large French Calvinist 

community showed this was not the case. If 1688-9 was truly a conservative event, or 

even “England’s first nationalist revolution”, then the true vocalization of the 

revolution’s nationalism first came one generation later in 1709. Then, the first full 

pronouncement of a rhetoric of ‘suitability’ for English society and of economic 

utility meant that a refugee community was denied Protestant charity, denied 

employment in factories and on farms, and was directed away from England’s 
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shores.
148

 Aspersions were cast on the migrants’ Protestant credentials –in part, with 

justification– and their humble origins meant that they were seen as unfit Englishmen. 

The ‘sensible’, ‘conservative’ and ‘nationalist’ events of the later seventeenth century 

peaked in legislative reform in 1709 which permitted naturalization for some 

foreigners, but clearly not for all: general naturalization was repealed within three 

years.
149

 Sensible conservative nationalism was forming and it abused a Protestant 

rhetoric to serve its own immediate end: to welcome some and to reject others. 

Today, migration remains a touchstone for debate, especially in popular and 

public discussions about the impact on national identity. At a time of unprecedented 

refugee movement, and facing calls for further constitutional devolution and 

dissolution from Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, Britons are once again 

immured in discussions on the merits of immigration and on the future of the union, 

both on the island and with the continent.
150

 Then as now, the great desire of migrants 

is to integrate and to succeed, and to enrich the lands they settle. And then as now 

societies will be the richer for their actions.  
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