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KLAUS WEBER 

French Migrants into Loyal Germans 
Huguenots in Hamburg (1685-1985) 

No textbook on early modern German history is complete without mentioning the 
considerable immigration of Huguenots, who started leaving France in their many 
thousands from 1685, when Louis XIV revoked the tolerance granted to them by Hen
ry IV through the Edict of Nantes, almost ninety years earlier, in 1598. The revocation 
is commonly referred to as the Edict of Fontainebleau. E very German high school stu
dent williearn about the Edict of Potsdam, issued by the Prussian prince elector Fred
erick William I in the same year of 1685, granting the French refugees extensive priv
ileges if they came to settle in his lands!. Throughout Europe and beyond, the pre
vailing image of Huguenot migration is that of a religious minority which, being 
persecuted in its French homelands since the revocation, found refuge in tolerant 
Protestant states. This emphatic picture was enhanced by the liberal values of 19th cen
tury historiography, which drew attention to the fact that, in spite of their persecution, 
Huguenots achieved considerable economic success, whatever host society their mi
gration might have brought them into. Through their achievements, they provided the 
archetypal role model that is explicitly referred to even today - for example by official 
United Nations papers - when it comes to demonstrate that persecuted minorities are 
not necessarily a burden to those who offer shelter. Little consideration has been giv
en to the question of economic rationales that might have encouraged Huguenots to 
migrate. 

This article focuses on such factors by offering a survey of the F rench Calvinist pres
ence in Hamburg. Today, the common image of the Hanseatic city of Hamburg is of 
a traditionally liberal city, liberal in terms of both economy and social and politicallife. 
The French minority was very much respected throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, 

For their suggestions and help during the preparation of this article, I am indebted to Caroline Shaw, 
Astrid Windus, Daniel Cohen and Rainer Hering. 
Two examples selected at random: Spiegel der Zeit. Vom Absolutismus bis zum Imperialismus, Frank
furt a. M., Berlin, Munich 1977, p. 39; Zeiten und Menschen. Von der Griechisch-Römischen Antike 
bis zum Zeitalter des Imperialismus, Paderborn 1990, p. 210. Also see the widely used dtv-Atlas zur 
Weltgeschichte, vol. 1, Munich 1992 (I" edition 1964), p. 263. 

2 So did United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan in his address to the European Parliament in 
Brussels, on 29 January 2004, underlining that ,.the longer perspective is almost always far more posi
tive« for both migrants and host societies. Also see World Economic and Social Survey 2004: Interna
tional Migration, a United Nations Report by Virginia Sherry, pointing out that such migrations are a 
,.mixed blessing« to the host societies. Both quotations from the Archive of the UN Chronicle, Online 
Edition, March 2005. 
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in particular as an example testifying to this >liberal tradition< - not only in Hamburg, 
but all over Germany. A dos er look, tracing its his tory further back, will demonstrate 
how the specific conditions of a city-state made immigration and integration a very 
special task. It will further demonstrate how such conditions led to commemorative 
practices being abandoned rather than stimulated. 

Throughout the late 17th century and into the early 19th century, this major German 
port city had hosted a small but economically very powerful group of Huguenot mari
time merchants that contributed considerably to the wealth of the city. In the course 
of the 19th century, after the decisive British victory over France and the loss of the 
French colonial empire in the Atlantic, Hamburg's Huguenot community shrank con
siderably. It was subject to even more radical changes when the autonomous city of 
Hamburg was merged into the modern German nation state, created in 1871. Some of 
the impact that the subsequent development of a German national identity had on this 
small group can be traced far into the 20th century. 

Within the overall Huguenot emigration from France, German lands where not a 
primary destination. Out of a total of 200,000 refugees, some 70,000 found a new 
homeland in Britain, about 60,000 in the Netherlands. Half of the 40,000 refugees who 
chose German territories went to Prussia-Brandenburg. Other territories like Hesse 
or Lower Saxony attracted groups that ranged from about 3,000 to 4,000 mi grants. 
They were favoured by privileges similar to those granted in Prussia. Only 1,500, prob
ably even less, went to the Hanseatic cities of Hamburg, Bremen and Lübeck3• Hence, 
the case of Hamburg concerns a minority which was small in number, but very pow
erful in terms of industry and trade. 

Large foreign merchant colonies were a typical feature of early modern port cities. 
During the 18th century, cities like Amsterdam, London and Bordeaux attracted thou
sands of traders from abroad. Usually, these foreigners proved to be more successful 
economically than the average autochthonous trader. Hamburg, being one of these ma
jor ports, could not do without its own cosmopolitan colony4. Some of these foreign
ers had been driven by religious persecution, others by economic interest only. Dutch 
Protestants had fled from the Spanish Netherlands; Sephardic Jews had arrived in 
Hamburg after their expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula. English merchant adven
turers enjoyed special privileges and even maintained their own church and jurisdic
tion. N evertheless, many influential members of the Lutheran dergy were strongly op
posed to the presence of non-Lutheran migrants. This pattern pre-figured an endur
ing conflict among Hamburg policy makers. 

Just as shown in Hanna Sonkajärvi's example of Strasbourg in this book (cf. 
pp. 47-58), Hamburg's policy towards strangers was much impregnated by its Lutheran 
tradition. At the same time, it lent on its status as a largely autonomous Imperial City, 
and its foreign policy aimed at maintaining neutrality in any conflict that might arise 

3 Eckart BIRNSTIEL, Die Aufnahme der hugenottischen Glaubensflüchtlinge in Preußen: ein Akt der 
Toleranz?, in: Andreas FLICK, Albert de LANGE (eds), Von Berlin bis Konstantinopel. Eine Auf
satzsammlung zur Geschichte der Hugenotten und Waldenser, Bad Karlshafen 2001, pp. 9-33, here p. 22. 
According to other estimates, the total figure of Huguenots f1eeing France by far exceeded 300,000. 

4 Franklin KOPITZSCH, Minderheiten und Fremde in nordwestdeutschen Städten in der frühen Neuzeit, 
in: Niedersächsisches Jahrbuch für Landesgeschichte 69 (1997) pp. 45-59. 



French Migrants into Loyal Germans: Huguenots in Hamburg (1685-1985) 61 

among its surrounding neighbours. Through the city's constitution, which had been a 
product of the Lutheran reform carried out in 1517/18, representation and administra
tion of the city's districts were inseparately linked with the church parishes. Member
ship of the Lutheran Church, of course, was the essential precondition of citizenship. 

Throughout the 16th to 18th centuries, the Senate in general defended the ethnic and 
religious minorities. The Senators were from the ranks of the very elite of maritime 
traders and ship-owners, and they easily acknowledged the positive effects that the 
prospering migrant communities had on Hamburg's economy. Among the clergy and 
the middle and lower classes however, orthodox religious ideas and, probably, eco
nomic envy fuelled a xenophobie discourse and political practice that could become 
hateful at times. In the 1690s, the guiIds and the clergy finally succeeded in pushing the 
Senate to sharply raise taxation on the Portuguese Jews, which led to their exodus5• 

After 1700, the Catholic minority was targeted. In September 1719, the Imperial em
bassy and the chapel that was run there were completely demolished by a mob that 
had been stirred up by the pastors' aggressive sermons. Although, in the aftermath, the 
city was heavily fined by the Imperial Court for not having defended religious peace, 
the senior preacher Erdmann Neumeister continued his instigations and caused the 
mob to disturb the Calvinist church services that were held in the Dutch embassy. 
Neumeister had repeatedly declaimed phrases like: »Yet again, I say that Carthage, 
both of the pop es and of the Calvinists, must be destroyed«6. These activities of course 
preoccupied the Dutch government, being the protector of the French Reformed mi
nority. In January 1722, it sent letters of concern to the Senate, demanding the pun
ishment of Neumeister, whom they considered a »sworn enemy of concord and 
peace«7. During the following decades, this conflict was much less pronounced. But 
still, in 1785, when the city finally granted freedom of religious worship, this privilege 
was first conceded to the Catholics, and only in the second place to the Calvinists8

• 

So, why did Calvinist refugees chose this pi ace, if it was not to fall out of the frying 
pan into the fire? When arriving in Hamburg, Huguenots were not allowed to have 
their own chapel, they had no cemetery, no political rights whatsoever, and in trade 
they did not enjoy the customs exemptions that favoured the Lutheran merchants es
tablished there. They could not apply for citizenship without giving up their Calvin
ist faith, and therefore could only hold the minor status of tolerated foreigners, as out
lined by the city's Fremdencontract. In sermons and pamphlets, they were menaced 

5 For a detailed account and analysis of the economic, social and political implications of these debates 
see Jutta BRADEN, Hamburger Judenpolitik im Zeitalter der lutherischen Orthodoxie 1590--1710, Ham
burg 2001 (Hamburger Beiträge zur Geschichte der deutschen Juden, 23). 

6 Joachim WHALEY, Religious Toleration and Social Change in Hamburg 1529-1819, Cambridge 1985 
(Cambridge Studies in Early Modern History), pp. 58-{'3, 137-138, quotation horn p. 59. 

7 Staats archiv Hamburg (StAH), Bestand 521-4 (Deutsche evangelisch-reformierte Gemeinde), Sign. IC: 
~Schreiben Derer Herren General=Staaten der Vereinigten Niederlande, An den Rath zu Hamburg, Der 
Geistlichkeit daselbst, Straffbares Unternehmen wider die Reforrnirten, und sonderlich die von Herrn 
Erdmann Neumeister ... in Druck gegebene Ärgerliche Schriften ...... d. d. Haag den 3 Januarii 1722 .• 

8 WHALEY, Religious Toleration (see note 6), pp. 168-169; Franklin KOPITZSCH, Franzosen in den Hanse
städten und in Altona zwischen 1685 und 1789, in: Jean MONDOT, Jean-Marie VALENTIN, Jürgen Voss 
(eds), Deutsche in Frankreich, Franzosen in Deutschland 1715-1789, Sigmaringen 1992 (Beihefte der 
Francia, 25), pp. 283-295, here p. 287. 



62 Klaus Weber 

with physical violence. In order to maintain some kind of religious community they 
had to travel to the nearby Danish city of Altona, where generous religious tolerance 
was in practice9• In Hamburg, they had to suffer the same conditions that they had left 
behind in France, and to do so, many of them had left their horne country even ille
gally. In their homeland, very great pressure was put on the Calvinists in order to make 
them convert to Catholicism, but at the same time, French policy-makers regarded 
them as extremely useful to the economy and tried to keep them in the country. Fur
thermore, an increasing number of French merchants were settling in Altona even in 
the years immediately before 1694\0. To find a sound explanation for Huguenot mi
gration 10 Hamburg, economic reasons and incentives have to be considered. 

Therefore, it is necessary to look at some macro-economic conditions. After re
covery from the Thirty Years War, ever increasing amounts of German manufactures, 
textiles in particular, were exported into the Atlantic basin. The main factor favouring 
their trade was the comparatively cheaper labour in Central Europe. Lower produc
tion costs made German products highly competitive in Western Europe, Africa and 
the New World. Next to the religious oppression at horne and the 10lerance offered by 
German mlers, these factors must be taken into account when assessing what attracted 
French migrants to settle in German territories. At this point, it must be mentioned 
that those textile workers settling in German hinterlands were the less fortunate of the 
refugees. They had to accept low wages, but at the same time could expect to find mar
kets. Linen manufacturing in Silesia, Brandenburg and Hesse received important in
centives by their technical know-how. Those Huguenots who went to Hamburg were 
part of an economic elite. By transferring energy-intensive sugar refining from French 
Atlantic seaports to the estuary of the EIbe River, they took advantage of the lower 
costs for labour and fue!. Central and Eastern Europe were indeed the primary mar
kets for sugar from the French Caribbean Islands. In 18th century French Atlantic sea
ports, complaints were common about the low wages and cheapness of coal in places 
like Hamburg. These cost advantages were regarded as the main factors for their com
petiveness. Thus, Huguenots heavily dominated the most expansive and lucrative sec
tor of Hamburg's economy: the import and processing of colonial goods, such as sug
ar, cotton, and dyestuffs used in textile dyeing - primarily indigo, cochineal and trop
ical dyewoods 11

• This can be exemplified by examining Hamburg's sugar market. 

9 KOPITZSCH, Franzosen (see note 8), p. 287; ID., Minderheiten (see note 4), pp. 48-69. 
10 Commerzbibliothek Hamburg (Archives of Hamburg's Chamber of Comrnerce), Protokolle der Corn

rnerzdeputation, 5ign. 5/599, Bd. D (1691-1696), pp. 164-165, 167,219,341-
11 Archives departementales de la Gironde (Bordeaux), sign. C4265, fol. 82 (28 March 1778) and fol. 169 

(3 April 1781); sign. C4473 n° 46 (10 April 1764). Also see WHALEY, Religious Toleration (see note 6), 
p.144. 
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Table 1: Customs records of sugar imported by seven major Hamburg merchants, 
175512 

Huguenot merchants value (Mk bco) value (Mk bco) German 
merchants 

---------~--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1. P.His 1,017,710 
2. P.Boue 777,350 
3. 435,400 Klug 
4. 263,200 G.Clamer 
5. Boyer 128,600 
6. Loreilhe & Diodati 125,800 
7. Bosanquet 96,400 

total: (39%)* 2,145,860 689,600 (12%)* 

* Share of the total sugar import recorded by customs in 1755, which totalied 5,541,860 Marks 
banco 

Five of the seven major importers shown here were Huguenots, and they alone con
trolled almost 40 percent of the imports registered by the customs authorities. It is true 
that the customs records omit most of the imports made by Lutheran citizens, for they 
were exempt. Yet, the total of Hamburg's annual imports from France at that period 
has been estimated at some 14 million Marks banco (probably half of this was made 
up of sugar), and the total ofHamburg's maritime imports at 77 million Marks banco, 
with F rance being the city's major trading partner. Given this background, the imports 
made by Pierre His - making more than 1 million by sugar only - do constitute an 
overwhelming share of Hamburg commerce. His' total imports (including wine, cof
fee, dyestuffs, brandy etc.) in that year totalled two million Marks13 • Even if he was 
only acting as a commissioner, commission fees of usually 2 or 2,5 percent would have 
made this a most lucrative (and low risk) business. 

French merchants not only were committed to the import of colonial goods, but 
also to the export of Central European manufactures. The success ofWestphalian, Hes
sian and Silesian linen on the markets of the Atlantic basin has not yet been acknow
ledged to the extent it merits14• Through generations, Huguenot merchants in Ham-

12 StAH, Bestand 371-2 (Admiralitätskollegium), Sign. F6, vol. 20 (1755). This table has first been pub
Iished in Klaus WEBER, Les livres douaniers de I' Amiraute de Hambourg au XVIII< siede, une source 
de grande valeur encore inexploitee, in: Bulletin du Centre d'Histoire des espaces atlantiques, nouvelle 
serie 9 (1999) pp. 93-126. 

13 Ibid. On the His merchant family, see also Eduard HIS, Chronik der Familie Ochs, genannt His, Basel 
1943. 

14 Yet, a few studies indicate enormous shares of German-made goods, e.g. Karin NEWMAN, Anglo-Ham
burg Trade in the Late Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries, London (unpublished Ph.D. the
sis) 1979. Also see Jacob M. PRlCE, Perry of London. A Family and a Firm on the Seaborn Frontier, 
1615-1753, Cambridge, London 1992 (Harvard Historical Studies, 111), pp. 28-51, quote from p. 44; 
on the maritime textile trade: ~ ... for physical volume we cannot but be impressed by the over 30,000 
yards of ozenbrigs [Iinen from Osnabrück, Westphalia] and other German linens« that were figuring in 
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burg maintained dose family links with their brethren living in French Adantic pon 
cities, and thus disposed of excellent commercial relations with the Adantic world. 
Through such ties, »Pierre Boue & fils« were commissioned to send entire shiploads 
of linen from Hamburg to Spain, on behalf of the ,.Royal Caracas Company«. For this 
company, Boue also sent Baltic ships loaded with hemp, tar and timber - crucial sup
plies to Spanish shipyards. Involved in all these transactions were other Huguenots, 
among them Bernard Texier, Pierre His,Jean Boyer and Alexandre Bruguier, and Zim
ben Amsinck, of Dutch Calvinist origin t5• 

The imponant share of German manufacture in Atlantic trade is funher underlined 
by cargo sampies of slave ships leaving French ports for Africa. When the ship ,.Ami
ral« left Bordeaux in 1743, more thanhalf of its 5,295 bales of textiles came from Ham
burg: 

Table 2: Freight of the French slave ship ,.Amiral«, 174316 

Original port of product Quancity Product 

Hamburg 2,720 bales cotton and linen 
Nantes 1,440 bales cotton and linen 
Rouen 675 haies cotton and linen 
Amsterdam 260 baIes cotton and linen 
Amsterdam riß es, ammunition 
Amsterdam iron, copper 
France spirits 

It may be suggested that a considerable share of this flow of goods was handled 
through Huguenot commercial networks. When Johann Georg Büsch, himself a suc
cessful Hamburg merchant, in his ,.Essay on the History of Hamburg Trade« (1797) 
mentioned the success of Silesian linen on export markets, he attributed this to the 
replication of quality linen that had originally been produced in French Brittany. He 
underlined this in providing the example of a French ship leaving the port of Lorient 
(Brittany) for the Guinea Coast, in 1720, with a cargo made up primarily of Silesian 
linen t7• The transfer of textile know-how from France to Silesia has always been at
tributed to Huguenot weavers and Hamburg merchants. 

the company's books. See further Klaus WEBER, The Atlantic Coast of Gerrnan Trade: Gerrnan Rural 
Industry and Trade in the Atlantic, 1680-1840, in: Itinerario, EuropeanJoumal of Overseas History 26 
(2/2002) pp. 99-119. 

15 Archives departementales de la Gironde (Bordeaux), sign. 7B 1784, letters by Boue to Jean Pellet (Bor
deaux), dated 26 September 1729,23 November 1731, 7 December 1731,28 March 1735, 27 May 1735, 
and numerous letters June to November 1735. 

16 Eric SAUGERA, Bordeaux port negrier. Chronologie, economie, ideologie, xvne-XIxe siecles, Biarritz, 
Paris 1995, pp. 246, 352. 

17 Johann Georg BÜSCH, Versuch einer Geschichte der Hamburgischen Handlung, nebst zwei kleineren 
Schriften verwandten Inhalts, Hamburg 1797, pp. 88-89. 
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It is said that Pierre Boue, the second merchant on the table given above, had es
caped from Bordeaux hidden in an empty sugar barrel18• This might weIl be true, as 
French authorities preferred highly performing entrepreneurs to stay within the coun
try - even if they were heretics. Yet, in Hamburg, Boue served his King probably bet
ter than he could have in France. In 1719, with his brother Jacques, he founded a ship
yard in Altona and started building warships and merchantmen for the French East 
India Company. In 1723, the Hamburg Senate managed to attract this business to its 
own port, where throughout the century it was considered to be the major shipyard 
of the city. By 1732, it had delivered at least 22 ships to the Company, among them 
battleships of 500 tons, carrying 50 guns each19• In this sector to~, French investors 
were taking advantage of labour and raw material that were cheaper than in France. 
Jean Meyer concluded that Boue is just one example from an important group of em
igrant Huguenots - who, he added, are rarely mentioned - who contributed consid
erably to the rise of French naval power in the times of Louis XIV, thus contributing 
to the power of the suppressor of their own religion20• 

The essential role of economic factors in the choice of Hamburg as a Huguenot 
refuge is further backed by the unwelcoming conditions of sociallife that the French 
experienced at this place. According to Frank Schrader's thorough survey of the social 
integration of German merchants in Bordeaux versus the integration of Huguenot 
traders in Hamburg, it was much easier for the Germans to melt into the urban soci
ety of Bordeaux than it was for the French to integrate into Hamburg's bourgeois com
munity21. Franz Peter His and Peter Boue (Hamburg-born sons of the above men
tioned His and Boue) were actively engaged in the foundation of a »Patriotic Associ
ation« (Patriotische Gesellschaft, founded 1765) and involved with the - abortive -
experiment of a »German National Theatre« (Deutsches Nationaltheater, 1767). The 
maritime merchants Jean Pierre Vidal, Guilleaumont His, Pierre Texier and Guil
leaume Courtrier were important protagonists of early Hamburg masonry, with the 
lodges being active in cultural exchange among the numerous ethnic and religious 
groups within the city's economic elite22• But in spite of considerable efforts on the side 
of the immigrants, the Lutheran oligarchy remained firmly closed towards them. An 
examination of the marriages of the Boue family members confirms Schrader's views. 

18 Hamburgisches Geschlechterbuch, vol. 13, Limburg 1996, pp. 43-132, here pp. 52-53. 
19 Jean MEYER, Marchands et negociants allemands dans la France de l'ouest aux XVII' et XVIII" siecles, 

in: Etudes Germaniques 37-2 (1982) pp. 187-210, here pp. 201-202. I am indebted to Dr Pierrick Pour
chasse (Universite de Brest) for kindly providing further details to Meyer's list. 

20 Ibid. p. 200. 
21 Fred E. SCHRADER, Handel und Aufklärungssoziahilität in Hamhurg und Bordeaux, 1750-1820, in: J ean 

MONDOT, Catherine LARRERE (eds), Lumihes et cornmerce. L' exernple hordelais, Frankfurt a. M., Bern, 
New York 2000, pp. 67-87. 

22 KOPITZSCH, Franzosen (see note 8), p. 290. A first "Patriotic Association« had already heen created in 
1724, hut, according to its own 1726 manifesto "Der Patriot«, it was rigidly Lutheran and claimed to 
»ensure that only one faith is predominant without prejudice«. The second, in which the Huguenots 
were involved, was rather intended to transcend »the worship of tradition without rejecting it; they 
thought in terms of useful projects, of the manipulation of an environment which their predecessors 
had thought of as God-given and immutable.« These quotes from WHALEY, Religious Toleration (see 
note 6), pp. 201-202. 
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Out of the 36 Boue marriages listed by a genealogical handbook for the period 
1700-1800 (covering both male and female family members), 28 alliances were con
cluded with partners of French origin. Most of these partners were from Hamburg or 
Altona, some of them from France. Only after 1790, when French naval and colonial 
power began to crumble, were non-French partners sought more frequently. Yet, 
these were not of German, but rather British origin23• The Huguenots themselves can 
hardly have caused this failure of social integration, as comparison with the Hamburg 
merchants established in Bordeaux easily shows. Among the Hanseats in this French 
city, exogamie marriage was most widely spread, and many of them allied with 
Huguenot families. U nlike in Hamburg, even the Portuguese J ewish merchant bankers 
were integrated into the Bordeaux mercantile community. However far acculturation 
and social integration of immigrants in Hamburg had come, it had been entirely due 
to their own efforts and achievements. 

Schrader suggests that the main reason for the exclusive strategies of Hamburg's au
tochthonous bur gers may be found in the city's political situation: the burgers were 
the masters of a sovereign city state, and they therefore defended their privileges 
against any immigrants. Yet, Lutheran merchants from all over Northern Germany 
easily melted into the very elite. In Bordeaux, the situation was very different: through
out centuries, this city had been struggling with the central power of the monarchy, 
and this facilitated alliances of the Catholic merchants' elite with traders of any other 
religious profession or nationality. In Hamburg, common interests that fostered inte
gration across ethnic, religious and sociallines of division emerged for the first time 
during the Napoleonic occupation, when a hitherto unknown patriotism to some ex
tent united Lutheran burgers and migrant minorities24• 

Not only were Hamburg's Huguenot traders wealthy, but so was their parish. In 
1750, its funds exceeded 75,000 Marks banco. Since its early years, the community con
tinuously supported suffering coreligionists, e.g. the impoverished Brandenburg com
munity (1688) and Calvinists expelled from Salzburg (1722)25. During the 18th century, 
the number of members of the Hamburg Huguenot community oscillated between 150 
and 200. The community in Altona was of about the same size26• During the 19th cen
tury, when Britain had superceded France as the leading naval and colonial power, the 
French community shrank considerably, both in numbers and economic power. This, 
and the emergence of a more liberal mentality, contributed to a reduction of the pre
vious socio-religious conflicts. Yet, the decline of the community was not halted. In 
1910, there were barely 40 adult members, in a Lutheran city of almost one million in
habitants. The French had become a ti ny minority within the group of Hamburg 
Calvinists, which then totalled some 8,100 members27• The most severe blow to the 

23 Hamburgisches Geschlechterbuch, vol. 13, pp. 53-132. 
24 SCHRADER, Handel (see note 21), pp. 81-84. 
25 StAH, Bestand 521-4 (Französisch Reformierte Gemeinde). To iIIustrate the value of 75,000 Marks: At 

that time, the monthly wages of an experienced sailor hardly exceeded 35 Marks, those of a first mate 
70 Marks. 

26 KOPITZSCH, Franzosen (see note 8), p. 288. As Hamburg and Altona communties may have been over
lapping, the total figure is likely to be far below 400, maybe even below 300. 

27 StAH, Bestand 521-4 (Deutsche evangelisch-reformierte Gemeinde), Sign. IG 22/23, ,.Hamburgisches 
Gemeindeblatt«, 27 February 1910. 
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community had been the Franco-German war of 1870/71. Surprisingly, this blow had 
not come from outside, but from within. 

During the war, when the Hanseatic city and many other German states sided with 
Prussia against France, the Calvinist Pastor Roehrich made it clear through patriotic 
addresses in his sermons and other public statements that the Huguenots were loyal 
citizens. Still, Roehrich was not a German nationalis~8, and this fact caused severe in
ternal tensions with numerous members of the community, who expected hirn to take 
a more pronounced stand in favour of the German nation. This conflict resulted in the 
conversion of many members of the community. They preferred to become Luther
an, thus adhering to a faith group which unconditionally backed Prussian politics and 
its rather aggressive strategies in forging the nation state. A less radical alternative was 
to become attached to the German Calvinist denomination. It was in particular the 
members of the most eminent Huguenot families who converted, thus depriving the 
shrinking community of its social and economic backing29. Among those left behind, 
German family names prevailed. Once a generous donor, the parish had become a pe
titioner for financial support by the 1880s. Only the constant loyalty of its Swiss mem
bers enabled the small community to survive. By employing Swiss or Dutch born pas
tors who had been trained in Holland or Geneva, it maintained the cosmopolitan char
acter that had always been a significant feature of the Huguenot refuge30• Only after 
World War H, did the French Calvinist community recover. In the 1970s, it counted 
some 200 members. 

In this context, it may be of interest that many German merchant families who were 
established in French port cities for generations, without ever acquiring the citizen
ship of the host nation, did formally become French subjects during the 1870/71 war. 
Given its size and economic preponderance, it is notably the German community in 
Bordeaux that invites comparison31 • In this case, however, the religious affiliations of 
the German minority was not affected. The similarities illustrate to wh at extent 
19th century nationalism particularly galvanised the minorities of the societies in
volved in conflict32• 

Ironically, the elite of the Huguenot minority converted to Lutheranism at the very 
moment when it became possible to maintain their traditional Calvinist faith without 
facing discrimination. The new German nation state was created under the auspices of 

28 StAH, Bestand 521-4, Sign. I Da 3a, indudes sermons and public addresses by Roehrich, 1871. Also see 
Dtto WEDEKIND, Die Refugies. Blätter zur Erinnerung an den zweijährigen Jahrestag der Aufhebung 
des Edicts von Nantes, Hamburg 1885, p. 65. 

29 KOPITZSCH, Franzosen (see note 8), p. 288. 
30 StAH, Bestand 521-4 (Französisch Reformierte Gemeinde), Sign. 6, Protokollbuch 1852-1884, pp. 163, 

212,215,221. Also see Peter BouE, Abriß der Geschichte der französisch-reformierten Gemeinde in 
Hamburg bis zum Jahre 1976, in: Hans W. WAGNER (ed.), Hugenotten in Hamburg, Stade, Altona. 
Tagungsschrift zum Deutschen Hugenottentag in Hamburg, 23 to 26 April 1976, Dbersickte 1976, 
pp. 14-22, see pp. 17-18. 

31 Karin DIETRICH-CHENEL, Naturalisations et admissions a domicile d'Allemands a Bordeaux au XIX' 
siede (jusqu' au 10 mai 1871), in: Alain Rurz (ed.), Presence de I' Allemagne a Bordeaux du siede de Mon
taigne a la veille de la Seconde Guerre mondiale. Hommage au Goethe-Institut de Bordeaux, a l'occa
sion de son 25< anniversaire, Bordeaux 1997, pp. 115-135; Michel ESPAGNE, Bordeaux - Baltique. La 
presence culturelle allemande a Bordeaux aux XVIII< et XIX< siedes, Bordeaux 1991, pp. 224-232. 

32 See also the artide of Mareike König in chis volume. 
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a Prussian elite that overtly emphasised the importance of Lutheranism as an essential 
element of German national identity. Nevertheless, equal rights were granted to all citi
zens, regardless of their religious beliefs, in order to achieve loyal support from the 
entire population. For the first time in the history of the Hanseatic Cities33

, this stan
dard in civil rights had been achieved, made possible only by exchanging the sover
eignty of a city-state for membership of a powerful modern nation state. Yet, many 
Huguenots obviously found the prospeets that were now oHered even more promis
ing if they, tao, professed the Lutheran form of Protestantism, or at least the German 
Calvinist one. After all, the new nation had been forged through the combined mili
tary eHort of the hitherto separated German states against France, still regarded as a 
Catholic country. These circumstances made it even more opportune to demonstrate 
national zeal through conversion to the triumphant faith. 

This episode of Hamburg Huguenot history may be an example in support of the 
widespread assumption that proselytes often are the most ardent representatives of 
their newly aequired standpoint. Single examples are, of course, not representative, but 
it is hard to resist mentioning one member of the Baue family who, during the mid-
1930s, maintained abrief correspondence with Adolf Hitler. In a devoted letter he sent 
hirn a genealogieal table of the Hitler family, the result of his own investigation of his
torical and genealogieal matters34• This may well be just one isolated ease, yet it indi
cates to what extent the general pressure genera ted by aggressive German nationalism 
encouraged marginal groups to explicitly testify to their own loyalty to the Nazi state 
and its ideology. This was favoured by the fact that already within the German na
tionalist paradigm that had emerged in the 19th century, Huguenots were represented 
as »best Germans«. The French settlers in 18th century Prussian provinces were de
scribed as valuable agents in the process of colonising the autochthonous Slav popu
lation, considered an inferior race. These ideas even had their impact on the racist Nazi
ideologist Alfred Rosenberg, and far beyond35• 

As mentioned above, the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes is an important event 
even in a German eommemoration of European history. Yet, in Hamburg neither the 

33 It should be added: Excepting the years of Napoleonic occupation. 
34 StAH, Bestand 622~ 1, Familie Boue, 3, Foto eines Stammbaums Adolf Hitlers; Abschrift eines Briefes 

Adolf Hitler an Boue 11.1 0.1934. 
35 Max BEHEIM~SCHWARZBACH, Hohenzollernsche Colonisationen. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des 

preußischen Staates und der Colonisationen Deutschlands, Leipzig 1874. Also see Viviane ROSEN
PREST, L'historiographie des Huguenots en Prusse au temps des Lumieres. Entre memoire, histoire et 
legende: J ean Pierre Erman et Pierre Chretien Frederic Reclam, Memoires POUf servir a l'histoire des 
Refugies fran<;:ois dans les Etats du Roi (1782-1799), Paris 2002 (Vie des Huguenots, 23), pp. 532-550. 
On Rosenberg see Ursula FUHRICH-GRUBERT, Hugenotten unterm Hakenkreuz. Studien zur 
Geschichte der Französischen Kirche in Berlin 1933-1945, Berlin, New York 1994, pp. 422--425. On the 
occasion of the tercentenary of the Edicts of Fontainebleau and Potsdam, these idcas still resonated in 
a few commemorative articles published in thc Huguenot church press; e.g. Günter BRANscH, Fremde 
und ihre Wirkungen. Versuch einer Einschätzung der Gesamtbedeutung der Hugenotten, in: Re
formierte Kirchenzeitung (RKZ), 15 August 1985, pp. 219-222, here pp. 219-220. With his 
consideration of .French blood«, its impact on Eastern German nobility, and contribution to a superi
or German culture on the frontier to .barbarism., Bransch referred to Otto Heinrich von der 
GABLENTZ, Tragik des Preußemums, Munich 1948, pp. 33-34. Bransch was Generalsuperintendent of 
the Calvinist community in Potsdam (German Democratic Republic). 
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bicentenary nor the tercentenary of the Edicts of Fontainebleau and Potsdam were re
flected in respective celebrations. The bicentenary was in 1885, when Chancellor Bis
marck's Kulturkampfwas still opposing the state against the German Catholics, whom 
he considered not to be loyal subjects because of their dose relations with Rome. This 
conflict, that had lasted for a decade, had been a serious threat to the integrity of Ger
man Catholicism. After the conflicts within Hamburg's French Calvinist community, 
which were incited by precisely this issue of nationalist loyalty and its implication to 
faith, the remaining Huguenots preferred to keep a low profile on this occasion. 

In 1985, the tercentenary was not reflected in the agenda of the French Calvinist 
parish, either. Celebrations were held in other German places of Huguenot refuge, like 
Potsdam and Hesse, but nothing similar was organised in the Hanseatic city. In the 
memory of the city's broader public, this community was barely present36• Yet, ten 
years earlier, in 1976, the »Convention of German Huguenots« (Deutscher H ugenot
tentag) had taken place in Hamburg. In his public address, the city's First Mayor Hans
Ulrich Klose mentioned the intolerance that the French suffered during their early 
years of exile in this place. Curiously, it was the representative of the Citizenry (Bür
gerschaft, the city's parliament) who daimed that a tradition of open-mindedness and 
republican liberalism had always facilitated the integration of mi grant minorities into 
the city's society37. But, when tolerance had been at stake, it had been precisely the pre
decessor of this political body that in the past had often acted against the more liberal 
stances of the Mayors and the Senate. 

This paper does by no means intend to diminish the cruelty of religious intolerance 
exercised in France during the reign of Louis XIV. Still, the example of the French im
migrants in Hamburg shows that the common image of the Huguenots as a faith group 
whose migration was caused exclusively by religious oppression does not always reflect 
the complexity of the historical events. In the case of Hamburg, economic reasons were 
by far the dominating factor for choosing this place. The city cannot even therefore be 
considered a Huguenot refuge, at least not in the strict sense of the term. This reminds 
us in very general terms that in many cases a fairly frequent narrative pattern on mi
gration - depicting minority groups as victims of oppression who in the end overcome 
all hardship and succeed - may merit further questioning. Furthermore, this example 
illustrates how the conditions of an Early Modern city-state allowed a minority to main
tain its cultural and religious identity, and many of these conditions even forced them 
to do so. Ir was not the intolerance of an Early Modern host society that almost caused 
the community's disintegration, but the emergence of modern 19th century nationalism. 
The liberal ideas with which this nationalism was blended allowed for a religious free
dom hitherto unknown. However, the informal pressures exercised within an increas
ingly ideologised society caused the elite of Hamburg's Huguenots to abandon their 
traditional faith and community. The subsequent dissolution of the community's social 
and ethnic structure is one of the reasons why today the history of Hamburg Huguenots 
is hardly present in the commemorative practice of the city's broader public. 

36 See the 1985 issues of RKZ, and Hamburg's major daily paper Hamburger Abendblatt, Oetober 1985 
lssues. 

37 WAGNER, Hugenotten in Hamburg, Stade, Altona (see note 30), pp. 8-9. 


