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			Dedication

			For Lucy, again.

		

		
			Prologue

			The Twenty-Seven

			On 24 November 2021, twenty-seven souls disappeared in the English Channel. Despite the perils of the crossing, they had set out from Dunkirk in good spirits, twenty-nine in all – brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, all loved by someone somewhere in Iran or Iraq, Somalia or Sudan, Afghanistan or Eritrea. One of the drowned called home to let his family know they were on their way to England, his seventh attempt to reach that destination. His brother remembers hearing the sounds of laughter in the background of the phone call. It was a cold and wind-lashed day, the sort of thin autumn day when the sun struggles to make its presence known. And yet, there was a buzz in the boat, a note of trepidation eventually overwhelmed by a fizzing hope that this would be the day that changed their lives for ever. They knew the chill grey waters of the Channel could be unpredictable, its currents fickle, its waves treacherous, its weather suddenly mutinous, especially at this time of year. They knew the danger posed by the looming ocean liners that charged through one of the most heavily travelled waterways in the world. They knew that some did not make it. Seven had vanished already that year. Only months before, the body of a child had washed up on a beach far away in Norway, the youngest of an entire family lost at sea.

			But they also knew that more had made it than had perished. Some had come 4,000 miles on foot, crossing mountains and rivers and boundless plains from Afghanistan to Calais. Some had come through famine and drought in Sudan, civil war in Somalia and Ethiopia, Syria and Iraq, violence and suffering on an unimaginable scale in too many places to name. In Calais, their differences faded away. They were all refugees now. They were all in the same boat, or would be soon enough. In 2021 alone, 47,000 had attempted the crossing, of whom 7,800 had to be rescued. Seven died. Others turned back. Some were stopped within sight of shore. They would try again and again. The pull from Britain was strong. The risk seemed worth taking. After all they had faced, all they had overcome to reach the coast, there was no question of giving up.

			The trouble began with miles yet to go. Their boat, bought hurriedly from smugglers to avoid the attentions of the French police, could not cope with its too-heavy load and began to deflate in the middle of the Channel. As their dinghy foundered and the icy water began to swirl about their ankles like frozen shackles, some of the passengers called desperately for help. A young man from Somalia named Mohammed Isa Omar dialled emergency services in France and Britain. It took dozens of calls before he finally got through. The British operator asked Mohammed to ‘send us the location,’ but he didn’t have time to relay the information before the boat collapsed. He knew, as he later said, ‘we didn’t have a chance.’1

			They were all in the water now. Mohammed and an Iranian Kurd named Mohammad Shekha Ahmad clung to the remnants of their boat, hoping its little remaining buoyancy would see them through the waves. The rest of the party – twenty-seven in all – had no choice but to cling to each other. They joined hands as they bobbed queasily in the chop, trying against all odds to keep each other afloat. Their backgrounds, their religions, any differences that might have once divided them, counted for little now; they were all just people, men, women and children, trying to stay alive. For hours they remained in the water, hand in hand, scanning the horizon for any sign that help was on its way. By the time assistance came, it was too late.

			As the hours dragged by and the chill of the sea burrowed deep into their bones, the hands of the twenty-seven grew weak, and their grip on each other loosened. They slipped away one by one, until no one was left to carry on the fight with the wind and the waves. As they sank into the uncaring sea, the white cliffs of England could be seen over the cresting waves, so close and yet so impossibly far, within their grasp and just out of reach. They had come so far, through so much struggle and hardship, only to founder in sight of shore. Why had they risked so much?

			Three days later another boat became mired in the Channel. The refugees on board had been on the water for ten hours when the bodies started to appear. Twenty-five had left Calais before dawn on 27 November, full of hope and expectation. Now, halfway across the Channel, their vessel was running out of fuel. The sea had been more turbulent than they had expected, their journey longer than anticipated. So, they huddled in their dinghy, willing their sputtering motor to see them to shore.

			The first sign that something was amiss came when Zana Hamawandi, a 21-year-old Kurd from Iran, spotted two bright-orange specks rolling heavily in the waves. The colour seemed out of place in the grim grey void of the Channel. As his boat drew alongside the objects, Zana realised they were lifejackets. But they were ill-named, for as he looked closer, Zana realised there were bodies still clasped inside them. Suddenly the boat was engulfed in a shoal of corpses, the wreckage of twenty-seven hopes and dreams, each one a private devastation. ‘Our boat was surrounded by dead bodies,’ a horrified asylum seeker named Karzan Mangury remembered with a shiver. ‘At that moment my entire body was shaking.’2

			As suddenly as they had appeared, the current changed, and the bodies were swept away, leaving the twenty-five alone with their horror. Then, above the fitful chugging of their motor, they heard anguished cries coming from the tattered remnants of a dinghy much like their own. Mohammed Isa Omar and Mohammad Shekha Ahmad were, astonishingly, still alive. Zana and Karzan and their twenty-three comrades wanted to help; the plaintive wail cut clean through to their souls. These were men just like them, refugees searching for some place of asylum. But they worried too that they would only join the flotilla of the dead if they tried to come to their aid. They felt guilty and helpless, knowing they would be haunted by the shouts for the rest of their lives. So they did what they could. For hours they tried to get through to the British or French authorities on their mobile phones, hoping someone would arrive before the two last survivors lost their tenuous grip.

			At 12.30 p.m., they finally made contact and reported the shipwreck and its location. At 1.10, their motor died. They feared they would be forced to watch as Mohammed and Mohammad drowned. They feared they would soon share their fate. They too were adrift on an angry sea.

			Just as they began to give up hope, the surviving twenty-seven heard the whir of a helicopter hovering overhead. A short time later, HM Coastguard arrived to rescue the beleaguered dinghy and fish Mohammed and Mohammad from the clutches of the deep. Twenty-seven had been lost; twenty-seven had been saved. The twenty-seven who lived will never forget the twenty-seven who died, refugees like themselves, carried away by the swell. They would never reach Britain now. Why had they come?

			The twenty-seven are far from the first, they won’t be the last, to stand on the storm-tossed shores of the English Channel and dream of an island refuge across the sea. They have been here from the very beginning.

			The tribes of the Belgae were the first to come, in 57 BC, harried by Caesar to the point of near extinction. Caesar’s first mention of Britain, one of the earliest surviving accounts based on direct knowledge, describes the island as a refuge for exiles of Rome’s devastating Gallic Wars. This is fitting for a people who would one day explain their origins as the descendants of Brutus, the banished grandson of Aeneas, the mythical founder of Rome itself. Many of the first British figures to stride out from the primordial mists of legend and onto the historical stage were exiles too. The story of Britain, real and imagined, begins with refugees.

			Down the ages the Belgae were followed by Huguenots and émigrés fleeing religious persecution and ravening revolution. American loyalists and fugitive slaves sailed across an even wider sea to find a place of safety. Jews came to escape Russian pogroms, and were joined by Russian dissidents running from Tsarist repression. The victims of two world wars stood here too: the brave little Belgians of the First World War and the young refugees of the Kindertransport. And now, in the twenty-first century, Iraqis and Afghans, Syrians and Sudanese, Ethiopians and Ukrainians stand in their footsteps and dream the same dreams: of safety and stability, prosperity and peace, of Britain, of asylum, of an end to their wandering. They have always been here.

			If the human rights organisation Channel Rescue has enemies on the beaches, they’re not in the boats. The people who limp out of the dinghies are tired and cold. Almost all of them have come to apply for asylum. They’re offered water and blankets and some measure of reassurance. They’ll need it, for the far right have gathered here too, to record the arrivals and hurl abuse. One of their mouthpieces has gone so far as to condemn the rescue operations of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution as a ‘taxi service’ for refugees. They ask why so many asylum seekers have troubled their shores, why they couldn’t have chosen somewhere else to go. The answer is simple: they have come for the same reasons as Frederick Douglass and Karl Marx, Freddie Mercury and Veza Canetti, because of what Britain once represented, what it once was, and what it could be again if it chose to live up to its history instead of repudiating it. Even so, they blame the new arrivals for their own lack of services, for the shortage of housing and the ever-increasing cost of living. ‘It’s not about racism,’ one local insists, ‘it’s about – well, we are full up.’ They’ve been saying this for centuries. Has it ever been true?3

			Despite the chaos of a global pandemic and the uncertainty of an economic recession, many disagree. They’re proud of their country’s history as an ‘asylum for all nations’, proud of the welcome refugees have received down the ages. ‘They’re seeking salvation, aren’t they,’ another local explains. ‘You can’t turn them away. You have to imagine yourself in their situation – what if we were going the other way?’4

			A sense of duty towards asylum seekers was articulated as early as 1550, when Edward VI proclaimed that it was ‘by no means … worthy of a Christian man nor the magnificence of a Prince, that his liberality should be constrained or closed to poor foreign persons, ill-used and driven from their country, who have sought refuge in our kingdom, having need of the help necessary to life in such a condition’. Until the end of the eighteenth century, however, Britain’s refugee policy remained selective. Continental Protestants, fellow-travellers in the struggle for the soul of Christianity, were embraced with open arms in the years after the Reformation rent Christendom in two. So too were Anglo-Americans driven back across the Atlantic by the internecine turmoil of the American Revolution and émigrés cast out of France by the vengeful fury of the French Revolution. Such exiles were easy to accept. They were victims of a revolutionary tide that was sweeping across the world in the eighteenth century, threatening to turn all order upside down and engulf Britain itself in a torrent of blood.5

			Only in the nineteenth century did Britain truly become an asylum for all nations, a place of refuge for exiles and emigrants of all backgrounds, all religions, all political persuasions. Fugitive slaves, Jewish refugees, Russian dissidents, Asian statesmen and African émigrés, all were welcomed. In the process, British identity was reimagined and reconstructed, with asylum placed firmly at the centre of what it meant to be British. British exceptionalism became intrinsically tied to the country’s role as a place of sanctuary, to its treatment of émigrés and asylum seekers. Welcoming refugees, the downtrodden of the earth, became a national moral imperative. It was what made Britain and its people stand apart.

			Though sometimes challenged and often tested, this vision of Britain’s asylum for all nations was carried proudly forward into the twentieth century and beyond. In recent years, as refugees once more return to British shores in substantial numbers, some have sought to present Britain and its history in a wholly different light, as an unchanging island fortress, holding back the tides of invaders and immigrants since the days of the Anglo-Saxons and the Norman Conquest. Indeed, the image of ‘island Britain’ has become a prominent feature of popular consciousness: an insular, self-sufficient nation, separate, alone, unconnected to and unchanged by the constant flux of people that have shaped and reshaped Europe and America. Where once many Britons proudly believed that Britain’s stability and prosperity led to an obligation of open acceptance, or was even contingent on it, many now argue that stability and prosperity can only be ensured by exclusion and isolation. To bolster their claims of a Britain besieged, they burnish a new image of British history as a nation and a people apart.

			Contemporary conversations about displaced persons are routinely warped by ignorance, twisted by the distortion of this historical reality. Viewing exiles and refugees in this way, solely from the blinkered perspective of the twenty-first century, allows critics of immigration and opponents of asylum seekers to present a picture of an ageless culture overturned and upended by an unprecedented arrival of foreigners on Britain’s undiluted shores. It allows those who seek to divide and demonise to characterise refugees as other, as separate, not just in the present, but historically and irrevocably. This flawed understanding of the long history of refugees and exiles in Britain gives space for some to paint exiles of the Syrian civil war as wholly different from French émigrés fleeing civil war in revolutionary France, to depict refugees from war and famine in the Sudan as somehow more alien than Irish men and women escaping economic hardship in the nineteenth century or Ugandan Asians fleeing despotism in the twentieth.

			History shows again and again that the sacrifice made to accommodate exiles and refugees has always paled in comparison to the sacrifices made by refugees to reach asylum. The lives of these extraordinary men and women, at once heart-rending and heart-warming, tragic and triumphant, illuminate a different side of Britain, not an island refuge from the world, but an island refuge for the world, a country not burdened by refugees but transformed through them.

			Britain’s response to the arrival of exiles and refugees has not always been admirable. At times it has been shameful. In practice, Britain did not always live up to its welcoming ideals. At times it turned a deaf ear to the pleas of the world’s displaced. Over the centuries Britain’s response to the arrival of refugees has been both restrictive and accepting, exclusionary and inclusive. And while it is certainly true that there have been far too many instances of xenophobia in Britain’s past – and these moments, and the trauma they have caused, should not be forgotten or overlooked – when we look more closely at Britain’s refugee history, we find that acceptance, even welcome was more often the norm.

			Britain has enormous capacities for generosity and inclusion that should not be discounted or overlooked. A closed-off island is not an inevitability, it’s a choice; hostility is a decision. Britain’s status as an island refuge has always been contested, always debated and always resisted. But, more often than not, the better angels have prevailed, and the proud tradition of asylum has been upheld. ‘There is this history of welcome and also defense,’ a refugee activist in Folkstone clarifies. ‘Both are ingrained – it just depends on which buttons are pressed.’ It has always been a choice.6

		

		
			The Story of the Brothers Houblon

			(The Reformation and Religious Refugees, 1517–1712)

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Passing Across the Waves

			One day in July 1695, William III, King of England, Prince of Orange, Stadtholder of Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht, Guelders and Overijssel, gazed out pensively from the labyrinth of earthworks ringing the Flemish town of Namur and contemplated the monumental scale of the task before him. On that unseasonably cool summer day it seemed to William as if his entire life, the entire history of the fabled House of Orange, had been building to this moment. It had been his illustrious ancestor, the grimly determined William the Silent, who had begun the long struggle for Dutch independence and Protestant freedom more than a hundred years before. He had paid the ultimate price for his trouble, becoming the first head of state to fall to an assassin’s bullet in 1584. In the century since, the Princes of Orange had been at the forefront of the fight for political and religious liberty in Europe, always in the thick of the battle against the imperial might of Spain and France. Now it fell to William III to pick up the baton.

			He had inherited this weighty responsibility with his first breath in 1650. His father died of smallpox just eight days before William’s birth, making him Prince of Orange while still in swaddling clothes. He imbibed the history of his house with his mother’s milk; the story of the endless wars with Habsburg Spain and Bourbon France were drilled into him by a succession of guardians and tutors. His entire life became dedicated to the protection of his country, his faith, indeed Europe itself, from the predations of the all-powerful Sun King, Louis XIV of France.

			The land-hungry Louis had invaded the Low Countries for the first time in 1667. In the decades since, France had continued to nibble away at the edges of its smaller, Protestant neighbour, biting off chunk after chuck of Artois, Hainaut and Flanders. William’s adult life had been spent locked in an existential struggle with Louis XIV, fighting bitterly for every square inch of the Low Countries. All decisions were made with this struggle in mind: his decision to wed his first cousin Mary, daughter of James, Duke of York, the future king of England, in 1677; his decision to invade England and take his father-in-law’s throne in 1688. Each choice had been made with the aim of bringing the wealth and power of England to bear in his wars with France.

			In 1695, the stakes in the contest for European hegemony could not have been higher; the fate of the Netherlands, of Europe, of the Protestant religion, might well hang in the balance. The current war with France had been raging for seven long years. There had been fighting in Italy and Spain, North America and the Caribbean, the East Indies and India. But the heaviest fighting had been reserved for the titanic clash between William and Louis in the Low Countries. It was here that the contest would be won or lost, the future would be decided. If the Netherlands fell beneath the heel of the Sun King, England might well be next. For years, Louis had been plotting with the deposed James II to topple William and restore his Catholic father-in-law to the throne. So far, his attempts to launch a successful Jacobite rebellion in England had come to naught, but the threat remained ever-present. The prospect of a French invasion certainly seemed real enough to the men and women of England.

			They had good reason to tremble at the thought of French troopers marauding through the English countryside. The consequences, they knew, would be grim. Certain of his unrivalled power, in 1685 Louis had revoked the Edict of Nantes, which had guaranteed religious toleration in his kingdom for almost a century. French Protestants, known as Huguenots, were driven out of their homes in the hundreds of thousands. The tales of vicious persecution these refugees brought with them as they streamed across the border into the Netherlands and across the Channel into England, chilled Dutch and English Protestants to the bone. These hollow-eyed survivors were living proof of the horrible fate that would befall them if their war with France failed.

			For William too, at the age of forty-five, everything he had spent his life working for rested on the outcome of the present war. His beloved Mary, his ever-loyal wife, had succumbed to smallpox (as had both his parents) the year before. Without the steadying, comfortingly English presence of Queen Mary at his side, William’s English subjects were beginning to grumble about their oft-absent foreign king and his interminable foreign wars. With no children alive to carry on his name, the line of William the Silent would die with William III. The English throne he had given so much to make his own would pass to his Stuart sister-in-law Anne. All that remained to William was his lifelong struggle with Louis XIV. And the outcome of that struggle would likely be decided at Namur. His entire legacy depended on the contest before him. He had to take Namur.

			Maddeningly, given all that was at stake, the siege was going poorly. It had been more than three weeks since William arrived outside Namur to take command in person and he had precious little to show for it. The town was well fortified and its citadel, glowering down on the river Meuse from its lofty crag, was widely considered to be impregnable. Reducing it would take time and men and money. As the weeks dragged on with little progress, all three were in increasingly short supply. Disease was rampant in the camps below the city walls. Men were dropping like the flies that swarmed everywhere in the muddy encampments. While William’s army succumbed to death and disease, a huge French force, well over 100,000 strong, rampaged through the countryside, sacking allied towns and squeezing shut desperately needed supply lines. The cold, wet summer meant that local harvests failed. Already there was little to eat. Famine was on the horizon. The approaching winter would be among the coldest ever known in Europe – much of the world was in the frigid grip of the Little Ice Age – and it seemed all but certain that William’s army was ill-equipped to weather it. Food, money and manpower were running out. And still the walls of Namur held.

			As August neared, William decided that he could afford to wait no longer. He would take Namur by force, whatever the cost. On 25 July, William rode out to the earthworks his men had dug in the shadow of the city walls. The trenches took the king perilously close to the enemy, but with the decisive battle now at hand, William wanted to survey the battlefield with his own eyes. To assist in planning the decisive assault, William brought with him three men whose skills would help decide the outcome. The men standing nervously at the king’s side as gunshots cracked and cannonballs whizzed menacingly through the summer breeze, were not military men in the strictest sense. They were not battle-hardened generals – this was clear enough from their obvious discomfort in the trenches. Nor were they artillery experts, quartermasters or ingenious engineers. The out-of-place trio were in fact bankers, deputy directors of the newly formed Bank of England. They had come to Namur to monitor their investment and to rescue King William and his army.

			The sight of one of London’s richest merchants standing ankle deep in the muck of a trench outside Namur must have been surprising indeed. Why would such a comfortable figure risk his silks and velvets, much less his neck, on a mud-smeared battlefield so far from home? What could he possibly hope to achieve? As it happened, Sir James Houblon felt duty-bound to be there, and not just because William III was his king. For Houblon and his brothers, the war was part of an age-old struggle shared by generations of Houblons for 150 years and more. Like his sovereign, he too could trace his family’s commitment to the fight for religious liberty back to the early days of the Dutch Revolt in the middle of the sixteenth century. He too had been raised on stories of Catholic persecution and imperial despotism. He too was the product of a long line of freedom fighters, though the Houblons fought with ledgers rather than lead. They had been in the thick of the fight from the beginning. Houblons had used the wealth they gained from trade to fund William the Silent’s struggle against his Most Catholic Majesty Philip II of Spain. Houblons had helped to bankroll the defence of England when Spain’s notorious Armada threatened in 1588. A century later, a new generation of Houblons helped subsidise the present Prince of Orange’s invasion of England in 1688; William III owed his English crown to men like James and his brother John. And while some in England complained that their new king’s single-minded focus on his contest with Louis XIV was not in England’s interest, the Houblons continued to raise vast sums for William’s war machine.

			James Houblon and his Bank co-directors, Michael Godfrey and Sir William Scawen, had made the dangerous journey through woods and fields swarming with French soldiers from Antwerp to Namur to deliver to the king in person the money they had raised. On 25 July, the directors dined with the king in his richly appointed field tent before carefully picking their way through the trenches to stand at his side as he appraised the city’s defences and planned the attack that would begin in just two days’ time. As he peered up at the forebidding citadel, James heard the shrill scream of cannon fire piercing the air around him, then the shockwave of the ball bursting nearby and the hollow thud of lead striking flesh and bone, followed by the moaning wail of injured men. The ball had made a direct hit, careening through the king’s party, sending blood and viscera spraying across the shocked assembly. Lieutenant-Colonel Eck of the king’s Dutch Guard stared blankly at the empty space where his arm had been. The ball had sheared his limb clean off. To James’s horror, Godfrey, his compatriot, seemed to have evaporated. The ball that struck Eck’s arm had continued on through Godfrey’s body. The death of Michael Godfrey outside Namur caused Bank of England stock to fall by 2 per cent overnight. His name soon became a byword for tragic, unforeseen death. People spoke darkly of ‘being Godfreyed’. His gruesome end certainly rattled James Houblon, who watched as his colleague was blown to pieces feet from where he stood. Even so, James remained resolute. The risks he shouldered, even the loss of his fellow director, were a small price to pay when compared to the dire consequences of a French victory.

			The Houblons knew better than most the dangers of religious despotism. They were, after all, a family of refugees, Protestants who had fled from their native Lille in the face of Catholic persecution. Like tens of thousands, they had found asylum in England. And England had been good to them. They had risen with London, their adopted city; indeed, they had had a hand in its precipitous rise. They had become English through and through, members of the economic and social elite. But they had never ceased being Huguenots, had never ceased looking across the Channel to the land that had been their home so many years ago. Over the decades, they maintained close links with their former homeland and their fellow refugees in England. They watched as Lille fell to Louis XIV in 1667 – almost exactly 100 years after their ancestors had been driven out – and shuddered at the thought of a French conquest of the Low Countries or a French invasion of the new home they had done so much to build. In England, there were many others like them.

			Jehan Houbelon had no intention of ever leaving Lille, even as the world he knew seemed to be crumbling around him. His father (also Jehan) had been the first Houbelon to make Lille his home and had been richly rewarded in the process. Jehan senior had grown up in the city’s shadow. Its clusters of conical towers with their steeply tapered blue slate spires formed the backdrop to his childhood in the village of Fives, just beyond Lille’s massive grey medieval walls. He first crossed one of the arched stone bridges into the island city while still a boy. Though his father owned land in Lille’s hinterlands and had some pretensions to nobility, he was not too proud to admit that in the early years of the sixteenth century the best opportunities for advancement lay in the Low Countries’ flourishing cities. Lille was second in size only to Antwerp and with 30,000 people crowding within its walls, was the equal of celebrated cities like Brussels, Ghent and Amsterdam, and nearly as large as London. As the capital of Walloon Flanders, Lille served as the political and economic hub of one of Europe’s most prosperous regions. It was a boom time in Lille, indeed in most of Flanders, and the cities, the centres of the spinning and weaving that drove the boom, were the place to be. He arranged for his son to be apprenticed to a rich burgher in the city.

			Within Lille’s formidable walls, Jehan senior found a warren of timber-framed houses lining narrow lanes crisscrossed by canals. Walking through the streets was like entering twilight, with the square bay windows of the houses almost kissing as they hung over the enshrouded streets below. Here and there, the timber-framed chasms spilled out onto elegant light-filled squares and processions of sumptuous rowhouses of brick and stone. On the fault line between France and Germany, cultures blurred and blended into a mix of rounded or stepped Dutch-style gables and peaked French roofs with diamond-lattice windows. To the north of the city, behind its own walls and moat, lay the pennant-topped spires of the Château de Courtrai, where the emperor Charles V himself often resided. In the centre of town, at the city’s heart, lay the Grand Place. Here, the civic centre of the Hotel de Ville faced off with the cathedral across a spacious public square where the annual fair, the already 300-year-old Braderie, welcomed visitors from across the continent. On festive occasions Lille was transformed into a parti-coloured public gallery as proud householders hung sumptuous tapestries from their windows, blanketing the streets from end to end in vivid scenes as civic dignitaries paraded by in their resplendent robes of office. The charms of Lille were widely famed. As one English visitor reported, even the snobbishly discerning French ‘have called this place la petit Paris for its beauty’.1

			Before long, Jehan senior had become one of the rich burghers he so admired. Like the city itself, the Houbelon family’s wealth was built on the cloth trade. The fabrics of Flanders were the envy of Europe and Lille’s famous blue dyes – made from the woad plants that thrived in the watery landscape around the city – were especially prized. The cloth trade connected Lille to the rest of the Low Countries and the world beyond, and Jehan senior gradually expanded the family business until he was trading internationally as one of the city’s spéculateurs, or merchant adventurers. He made a fortune sending richly dyed fabrics down the river Deûle to the Lys and Scheldt, and thence to Nieupoort, Calais, Antwerp and Ghent. From there, Houbelon’s goods would wend their way through seventeen provinces that made up the Netherlands, on to the great German cities of Cologne, Frankfurt and Worms and south to Italy and Spain, or along the Channel coast to London and Paris. With agents in Antwerp and London, where the crown offered Flemish factors a special exemption from assessments to encourage their trade, and connections even further afield in Iberia, Italy and Germany, the Houbelons were truly citizens of the world, their beloved home city a cosmopolitan jewel in the emperor’s glittering crown.

			By the time Jehan senior died in 1555, he could rest easy; the future of his family and his city seemed secure. The Houbelons had become citizens of Lille. His sons Jehan, Nicolas, Pierre, Hubert, Regnault and Georges had all joined the family business and intermarried with the civic elite. They would continue to thrive as merchants and burghers in a flourishing city. Or so he hoped. But the Low Countries had always been a fractious place. Storm clouds were gathering on the horizon.

			It was only within Jehan’s lifetime that the Netherlands had gained some semblance of political unity under the bruising rule of Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor. Charles had been born in Flanders, and thus although he came to rule an empire spanning the globe from the Andes to the Danube, he knew full well the wealth and importance of the Low Countries. Through a combination of inheritance, conquest and force of will, Charles managed to forge something resembling a unified, if still composite state, known as the Spanish Netherlands. It took all the strength of the most powerful ruler in the Western hemisphere to bind the seventeen provinces of the Low Countries together. Despite his far-flung empire and his endless series of wars with France and the Ottomans, Charles spent much of his reign in the Netherlands. And yet, almost before it was finished, leaks began to spring in the dyke Charles had constructed.

			Charles had learned from bitter experience the power of religion to undermine stability. In 1517, an Augustinian friar named Martin Luther had nailed a list of his frustrations with the Catholic Church to the cathedral door in Wittenberg. Luther lambasted the Church for its decadence and its corruption, for the sale of indulgences and the pernicious influence of priestly intercessors. In the place of all the trappings of the Church, he put forth two pillars of a reformed Christianity: sola fide and sola scriptura. Faith, and faith alone, was the path to salvation; and the Bible, the word of God, was the only guide. Good works, pilgrimages and masses for the dead, the Catholic hierarchy, the assembly of saints and the Pope himself – mainstays of medieval piety – played no role whatsoever. They were instead, he insisted, unwanted and unhelpful inventions, a hindrance to salvation rather than an aid.

			Charles greeted the news of this renegade friar with trepidation. His empire was a collection of disparate territories, without a shared language, history or culture to unify them. The only things binding these countless kingdoms and principalities together were Charles himself and the Catholic faith. Anything that undermined the Church thus risked undermining the tenuous unity of Charles’s empire. In the hope that Luther could be convinced to moderate his tone, Charles invited him to attend the Diet of Worms in 1521 to see if his criticisms – which had proved worryingly popular in Charles’s German territories – could be resolved. Luther, however, was not a man susceptible to browbeating, and refused to recant. In response, Charles outlawed Luther’s writings and set about suppressing his teachings. It was, however, far too late. Luther’s words, sped by the newly invented printing press, had spread too far and fast to ever be stamped out. The result was a splintering of allegiances in Germany. Several princes – including the Elector of Saxony and the Duke of Prussia – embraced Luther’s Reformation, sparking a series of wars with Charles and his Catholic allies. A peasant rebellion in Luther’s name – though he himself harshly condemned this usurpation of secular authority – added to the emperor’s woes. In time, he would be forced to make concessions to Protestants in Germany, a fact that made him all the more intent on preventing the Reformation from putting down roots in his other territories.

			With its web of trade connections to Germany, its political fragmentation, its deep history of humanism and its high literacy rates – perhaps the highest anywhere in the world – the Netherlands were ripe for conquest by the revolutionary new teachings of Martin Luther. The appeal was obvious enough. For many in the Low Countries, the Catholic Church was both too remote and too heavy-handed. There were too few bishoprics to truly attend to the spiritual needs of the masses and too many fat abbeys bleeding the country dry. Though faith itself remained strong, still very much the fulcrum of daily life, the Church was often viewed more as a rack-renting landlord or distant menace than the heart and soul of the community. Luther’s insistence on faith alone, a world without the Catholic hierarchy, found fertile ground.

			Charles V was alarmed when he realised that Lutheranism had infected yet another of his empire’s limbs. A staunch Catholic and unquestioned absolutist, Charles saw the Reformation as a cancer. If his empire were to be saved from this wretched blight, the pestilence afflicting the Low Countries would have to be cut out with all due haste. To make his position clear, in 1520, Charles issued an edict condemning the teachings of Luther, ‘supporter of old and damned heresies and inventor of new ones’, and outlawing Lutheran works in the Netherlands. Later that same year, eighty Lutheran texts were piled up in the public square in Leuven and set alight. When such displays failed to stem the flow of Lutheran literature pouring into the Netherlands – by 1530 there would be thirty works by Luther circulating in Dutch translation (compared to only three in English), including fifteen versions of Luther’s Bible – the emperor felt compelled to take more drastic measures.

			In 1522, Charles and Pope Adrian VI, who was Dutch himself, agreed to create a state-run branch of the notorious Inquisition in the Netherlands to root out those ‘infected with the venom of heresy’. The following year the world’s first Protestant martyrs – Jean Voes, Henri van Esschen and Lambert Thoren, all Augustinians like Luther – were led out into the splendour of Brussels’ Grand Place, tied to waiting stakes, and solemnly burned alive. Over the next seven years thirty more souls would be consigned to the flames as heretics. By the time the last victim of the Inquisition, a servant girl named Annelise van den Hove, met her fiery end on that same Brussels square sixty-eight years later, thousands of lives had been snuffed out.2

			As the years progressed, the persecution only intensified. In 1546, when peace with France allowed Charles to concentrate his attention on internal matters once more, the Inquisition was expanded, and the powers of the inquisitors heightened. A new secular crime of ‘treason to God’ was created. To smoke out these traitors to God, Inquisitors were empowered to question anyone they chose, including magistrates and other officials. They were granted the authority to arrest anyone they suspected of heretical activities, to bypass traditional judicial mechanisms, and to commit any suspects they arrested to whatever place they chose for trial. In practice, this meant an inquisitor could all but ensure his desired outcome in any case by simply moving his prisoner from an area sympathetic to the persecuted to a more pliable jurisdiction.3

			Still unsatisfied with the results of his war against heresy, Charles ramped up the terror four years later in 1550. In his ‘eternal decree’, he extended capital punishment from those convicted of heresy itself to all those found guilty of merely distributing literature deemed heretical. Henceforth, men who confessed to heresy were to be beheaded – and given the use of torture in judicial interrogations confession was highly likely – while women who confessed were to be buried alive. Those with the strength to refuse confession were to be burned at the stake. Soon the nauseatingly sweet smell of burning flesh became a familiar presence in towns across the Netherlands. Nowhere was this truer than Flanders.

			For Jehan Houbelon and his brothers Pierre and Nicolas it must have seemed as if all of Flanders was under siege. The brothers had secretly embraced the Protestant faith, a fact they were careful to conceal from their Catholic neighbours. But for all their care, they lived in constant fear of discovery. Everywhere they looked, they found examples of the terrible fate that awaited them. The execution of Robert Ougier, his wife and two sons at Lille in March 1557 was particularly unnerving. The Houbelons surely knew the Ougier family well and likely attended the same clandestine Protestant services in Lille. Perhaps the Ougiers had been careless; perhaps someone had betrayed them. Arrests could happen anywhere, even in Lille. Anyone could be an informer, even friends and neighbours. Inquisitors prowled the countryside. Informers lurked in markets, eavesdropped in taverns, and peered in at windows in search of any sign of heresy. Accusations, denunciations and arrests continued around the clock. In what one observer characterised as ‘that dark, perilous and bloody time’, word filtered into Lille detailing the nefarious ways the ‘ravening wolves’ of the Inquisition fell upon Protestants like so many ‘sheep for the slaughter’.4

			The area around Tournai, Douai and Lille was closely watched by the notorious arch-inquisitor Pieter Titelmans. First appearing on the scene in 1546, Titelmans quickly became a larger-than-life figure, an all-too-real bogeyman and a source of unending dread. Titelmans and his assistants were constantly on the move, appearing in a town or village without warning. He often struck at unexpected times, when his quarry had relaxed its guard. He made arrests in the dead of night, bursting into a house while its inhabitants were fast asleep to ensure no one could escape his grasp. At other times he launched his assaults in the midst of thunderstorms, the flash of lightning and roll of thunder muffling his approach and lending his operations an air of sinister mystery and apocalyptic doom. He could be spider-like as well, lying in wait at a likely spot for hours until he sprang his trap. With his web of informers spun out across Flanders, he often knew exactly where to lurk. He targeted booksellers and rhetoric chambers – humanist debating societies popular in many cities – in particular, considering them to be hotbeds of heresy and sedition.

			Titelmans’ merciless tactics, designed to both ensnare as many as possible and strike fear into the hearts of everyone else, were remarkably effective. Between 1550 and 1566 he tried a horrifying 1,600 cases of heresy, an average of 100 cases per year. Between 1550 and 1559, his tireless efforts resulted in 105 executions. His colleagues in Flanders added another 95 between them. By 1556, the Netherlands as a whole had witnessed more than 2,000 men and women beheaded, burned, buried alive or drowned. Far more were fined, banished or imprisoned, often for life. The relentlessness of the persecution soon wore many Protestants down. Public displays of the Reformed faith began to disappear. Protestants either made their peace with the Catholic Church, went underground, or left the Low Countries in search of asylum abroad. There seemed to be little else they could do in the face of the emperor and his Inquisition.5

			With Titelmans and his informers haunting Flanders, Jehan’s brothers Pierre and Nicolas were among the first to choose the uncertainty of exile over the inevitable cruelty of the Inquisition. Many of their fellow refugees crossed the border into Germany, where several Protestant princes had carved out territories beyond the reach of Charles and his inquisitors. Others, especially those from the French-speaking southern provinces, elected to head west to France, where Protestants, known locally as Huguenots, were growing in number by the year. Others, like Pierre and Nicolas Houbelon, followed their trade connections across the Channel to England.

			For generations, English wool had made its way from the sheep-speckled north to the ports of Essex, Kent and East Anglia, then across the sea to Antwerp, Ghent and Bruges, where it was transformed into the most prized cloth in northern Europe. Such ties of trade brought familiarity as well as wealth; culture was exchanged alongside gold and silver. For many leaving the Low Countries, England seemed the best haven in the raging storm, a place not altogether foreign, a place where ties to home could be maintained and the business of living could be carried on with as few disruptions as possible.

			Guy de Brés arrived in England from Mons, situated between Lille and Namur in Walloon Flanders, in 1548. Guy’s beginnings had been humble: his father was an itinerant glazier and glass painter and trained his son to follow in his footsteps. As a teenager, however, Guy discovered the work of Martin Luther. His life would never be the same.

			Intrigued by what he found, Guy continued to explore the exciting new texts being passed from hand to hand around Flanders until he came across the work of John Calvin. He was so overcome by what he read in Calvin’s theology that he travelled to Geneva to study at the French reformer’s feet. Back in Mons in his early twenties, Guy found that the writings closest to his heart – the works of Erasmus, Melanchthon, Luther and Calvin – had been banned. So too had the Bible in French and Flemish. Undeterred, Guy continued to study secretly and eventually forged connections within the emerging Protestant underground in Flanders. Among his closest friends in this dangerous world were a family of English Protestants named Nicholas living in Mons. When the head of the Nicholas family was arrested and charged with subversion of the faith in 1548, Guy realised that his hometown was no longer safe and fled to England, hoping to use the knowledge and contacts gained from the Nicholas family to find his way. What he found surpassed all expectation.

			The stereotype of immovable, immutable medieval communities rooted in place since time out of mind was never accurate. The medieval world was an interconnected, cosmopolitan place, its peoples constantly on the move. Despite its island geography, Britain was no exception. Its surrounding seas could prove a barrier and a safeguard against invaders, but they were also highways of commerce and connection; Britain was never isolated. In fact, England was particularly, perhaps exceptionally, welcoming to foreigners in the Middle Ages. Its borders were almost entirely open, and freedom of movement was the norm. Unlike many places on the continent, England had no passport system for entry and little ability or interest in regulating incomers or monitoring outsiders.

			As much as 6 per cent of London’s 40–50,000 inhabitants in the fourteenth century had been born abroad, including a colourful mix of French and Flemings, Bretons and Dutch, Germans, Scandinavians, Italians, Iberians with a smattering of Greeks and Africans. A fifteenth-century census would find 30–40,000 resident aliens living in England out of a total population of about two million. At first glance, a foreign-born population of about 1 per cent may seem small, but that figure would remain relatively steady over time. Censuses in 1881 and 1891 would count similar proportions – about 1 per cent – of resident aliens. In the Middle Ages, most of the immigrant population was to be found in the cosmopolitan port cities of the south – as much as 12 per cent of Southampton’s population and 10 per cent of Bristol’s were foreign born – with the greatest number located in London. There were immigrants everywhere in England, however, with foreign-born people popping up in every county north and south; few would have gone through life without meeting someone from beyond the seas.6

			If not always welcomed with open arms – there was always some degree of friction between natives and newcomers, especially when economic competition was present or when foreign wars intruded upon domestic peace – immigrants and refugees had little trouble weaving their way into the social fabric of medieval England. Their integration was smoothed by English conceptions of their own history and identity. The origin stories they told centred around tales of outsiders, with each successive generation tracing their roots back to exiles and invaders from abroad. The Anglo-Saxon elite conceived of themselves as the heirs of heroic Germanic invaders who had tamed the island’s indigenous Celts through force of arms. They justified their rule by presenting themselves as outsiders whose ancestry set them apart from the native British. For the Anglo-Saxons, non-British roots were a cherished distinction rather than a barrier to true belonging. Their histories of ‘the Coming of the English’ were largely invented. The Angles, Jutes, Saxons, and Scandinavians who settled in England mostly came in small family groups from loosely defined ethnicities who mixed and blended with the native British population – who were neither driven out nor displaced – until they gradually coalesced into the English. But the stories they told about their origins reflected a genuine attitude towards outsiders.

			For the Britons who did not merge with the Anglo-Saxons, England’s true origins lay not in Germanic migration, but in arrival of a Trojan exile. Writing in the ninth century, the Welsh monk Nennius traced the history of Britain back to the mythical Brutus of Troy, the grandson of Virgil’s great Trojan exile Aeneas. The British people were thus all descendants of the exiled grandson of a Trojan exile. Geoffrey of Monmouth picked up and expanded Nennius’ origin story in his vastly influential twelfth-century chronicle Historia Regum Brittaniae. In Geoffrey’s account, Brutus was joined in his quest by a group of Trojan exiles he had met during his wanderings. When the Trojans landed in Albion, as Britain was then called, they found it occupied by a race of giants, who they eventually defeated. Upon Brutus’ death, his British kingdom was divided between his three sons: Kamber (Wales), Locrinus (England), and Albanactus (Scotland).

			After the Norman Conquest of 1066, England’s new rulers further elevated the Brutus myth as it helped to circumvent the existing Anglo-Saxon origin story. By placing England’s origins before the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons, the Brutus myth allowed the Normans to downplay Saxon distinctiveness and sidestep questions of their own legitimacy. As such, the story was taken up by many of the most influential historians of the Middle Ages, including Nicholas Trivet and Giraldus Cambrensis, and became the definitive account of Britain’s historical beginnings. The story was widely believed to be true until at least the late sixteenth century, when Raphael Holinshed included the Brutus myth in his Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland of 1577. England was, to medieval and early modern eyes, a wondrous amalgam of Britons and Romans, Scots and Picts, Germans, Vikings and Normans. Rather than defining ‘the people of the English’ as a distinct ethnic group defined by its purity and exclusivity, they viewed the English as ‘a people of diverse birth’, in the words of the fourteenth-century chronicler Peter Langtoft.7

			Nationality and ethnicity were therefore not the primary markers of social identity in medieval England. Identity was both more local and more universal than it would become. Individuals were more likely to view themselves through the narrower lens of the county or village community or through the broader prism of a shared Christendom than they were to think in national terms. Both frameworks left plenty of room to incorporate outsiders. If a person from Yorkshire was every bit a foreigner to someone from Sussex – and not mutually intelligible before the standardisation of English – it took little more effort of imagination to reconcile oneself to living amongst or beside a Fleming or a Breton. Likewise, since the baseline of shared identity was Christianity, the bar for acceptance for most European immigrants, members of a universal Catholic community, was fairly easy to clear. This combination of the local and universal meant that outsiders from the continent faced few barriers to belonging.

			Assimilation was aided by the fact that traditional markers of belonging like religion and language were either shared or had yet to develop. After the expulsion of the Jews in 1290 and before the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, adherence to one, shared faith could be presumed of all who resided in England, whatever their origins. The status of the English language also lessened its import as a signifier of identity. English was almost entirely unknown beyond the British Isles and was rarely taught or studied on the continent. In an era when vernaculars – Italian, French, German – were just beginning to come into their own as languages of literature and governance – English was largely ignored as a rude pastiche of German, French, and Latin. The second-class status of the English language meant that many in England spoke other, more prestigious languages – especially Latin and Anglo-Norman French – and few assumed that immigrants either knew or needed to know English. As a result, language was rarely the barrier to full social integration in the Middle Ages that it would become in a later, more culturally arrogant era.

			Unlike in other areas of Europe, immigrants in medieval England did not tend to live in ethnic enclaves separate from the wider English population. There was no foreign quarter, no exclusively French or Dutch neighbourhood, in London or Bristol or Southampton. Foreign-born residents lived and worked among and alongside native-born English people, easing the path to incorporation and preventing the creation of antagonistic blocs. The records of the period show that intermarriage between native and foreign born was common, further diluting inherited differences and suggesting that an insider versus outsider mentality was the exception rather than the rule. Outside of the nobility, most immigrants and refugees chose to anglicise their names, and as hereditary surnames did not become widely used until the close of the Middle Ages, markers of foreign origin were cast off with ease and rarely passed on to the next generation. The descendants of immigrants thus quickly faded into the English background, enriching society while leaving few outward traces of their heritage.

			The first inklings of an exclusive sense of national identity began to appear in the thirteenth century. King John’s humiliating loss of Normandy in 1214 inspired a more insular outlook and the growth of an antagonistic us versus them mentality. The fall of the Angevin Empire spurred a more inward-looking age in which new distinctions were made between English and outsider. In Henry III’s tussles with his baronage in the 1250s and 1260s, for instance, his opponents insisted that the king’s ‘natural’ subjects should have greater influence over English governance than Henry’s foreign-born advisors. A decade later, a dispute between the crown and the Countess of Flanders led to the expulsion of all Flemish merchants in England and the seizure of their goods. Edward I’s brutal attempts to extend his authority across the length and breadth of the British Isles – not for nothing was Edward known as the Hammer of the Scots – also helped to highlight new distinctions between Irish, Welsh, Scottish, and English subjects. The outbreak of war with France in 1294 and the resumption of the Anglo-French contest in 1337 – the onset of the Hundred Years War – created starker divisions between English and non-English and heightened suspicions of foreigners, especially the French. Both 1294 and 1337 saw orders issued for the arrest of subjects of the King of France living in England. Ordinary French immigrants, however, were spared in such crackdowns and those who could demonstrate Breton ancestry – those considered refugees – were usually exempted from arrest or the confiscation of property.8

			As war with France intensified, a sharpening sense of exclusive nationality began to develop among the English elite. Kings and nobility emphasised their Englishness in new ways, adopting the patronage of purely national saints like St George and Edward the Confessor. Foreign advisors, like the detested favourite of Edward II, Piers Gaveston, and the courts of foreign-born queens became the target of vitriol and suspicion. They were accused of corrupting good English morals and of seducing kings from their proper allegiance. The largely French household of Queen Isabella, called the ‘She-Wolf of France’ by her detractors, was expelled from the realm in 1324. The English language was weaponised for national ends as well. From the time of Edward I, royal propaganda began to claim that the French aimed to eradicate the English language, which in turn politicised the learning of English, making those who could not speak it appear unpatriotic or even seditious. More than ever before, English became a marker not only of belonging, but of loyalty.

			Most ordinary aliens were spared the venom of English propaganda in practice. Anti-foreign sentiment was generally limited to moments of acute international crisis and anti-foreign violence was the exception rather than the rule. The periodic crackdowns on foreign residents were mostly empty bluster. These must have been uncomfortable moments for immigrants, but the actual effects were sporadic. Vanishingly few Frenchmen were actually detained or expelled in either 1294 or 1337, despite the tough rhetoric surrounding the start of war. Even the decision to banish all French residents from the realm in 1377–8 saw no mass evictions and settled instead on new requirements that ‘alien enemies’ swear oaths of fealty to the English crown and provide proofs of loyalty. Similarly, even though Henry IV ejected his wife’s foreign entourage in 1406, he resisted calls to expel all aliens from England, arguing that ‘those that are now resident in England’ would be permitted to stay, providing they were ‘sworn to be loyal to the king and to the realm’. Rhetorical attacks on foreigners were useful tools for propaganda purposes in a time of ceaseless war, but few actually hoped to be rid of non-natives or thought it could be done.9

			In large part this was because even in a time of growing national awareness, there was no conception of an immutable ethnic or racial English identity. If some now viewed themselves as distinct from the French or the Dutch, they still believed Englishness to be a composite identity born of generations of constant mixing and the constant influx of foreign peoples. Such ideas of citizenship as existed were not based on ethnicity or nationality either. Allegiance was a matter of fealty to the king, not loyalty to a particular geography or some abstract sense of shared nationality. In the preceding centuries, England had been ruled by kings of Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian, Norman, and French descent who had married almost exclusively non-English queens. In addition, most kings of England had held, or laid claim to, possessions beyond the British Isles and thus had to recognise the rights of English and non-English in their lands. As a result, loyalty and Englishness were never synonymous either emotionally or legally.

			Such attitudes were particularly beneficial to refugees. A vibrant exile community had already been established in London by the time Guy de Brés arrived. England was, after all, no stranger to religious refugees. The Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453 and the subsequent march through the Balkans and into Hungary sent displaced Greek Christians scurrying west. England was too distant from the Aegean to attract very many refugees. However, a small number of Greeks did settle in the country. Perhaps the most highly regarded was the scholar and scribe John Servopoulos. He arrived in England from Constantinople sometime before 1484 and scrounged a living copying Greek manuscripts for use by English scholars influenced by Renaissance Humanism, which itself owed much to Greek refugees who had settled in Italy. Servopoulos eventually found a home at Reading Abbey, where he continued his scribal work under the patronage of William Grocyn, a friend of the great Erasmus of Rotterdam.

			It was the Reformation, however, that first brought substantial numbers of ideological refugees to England’s shores. The first arrived in the 1530s, shortly after King Henry VIII issued his Act of Supremacy of 1534, formally separating the Church of England, now headed by the king, from the Catholic Church of Rome. One of those first arrivals was a scholar and theologian from Brabant named Wouter Deelen. The first professor of Greek at the University of Amsterdam, Deelen ran afoul of the Inquisition in 1535 and fled to England where Henry VIII made him royal librarian. In London, Deelen moved in the growing exile circle and befriended a Flemish refugee from Ghent named Jan Utenhove. Utenhove’s family was closely connected to the Humanist movement for Christian reform epitomised by Erasmus of Rotterdam (Erasmus’ assistant was a family relation), and Jan clearly enjoyed needling the Church. While in his teens, he authored a rather scurrilous play, but wisely kept it private until 1543. When the play was performed, it and its author were denounced as blasphemous and Utenhove was forced to make a run for the border. He first headed to Strasbourg, where he met the influential German reformers Paul Fagius and Martin Bucer, their Polish comrade Jan Laski (known to the English as John à Lasco), the Jewish-Italian convert Immanuel Tremellius, Florentine firebrand Peter Martyr Vermigli, and Lille native Velérand Poullain. Strasbourg fell to the imperial forces of Charles V in 1547 and by 1549 all seven men were living in England at the invitation of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer.

			Cranmer, one of the driving forces behind the English Reformation, had been in contact with Bucer and the Strasbourg reformers for more than a decade. He had originally reached out to Bucer after Luther and his followers refused to support the annulment of Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon. In the years since, Cranmer had been frustrated at the uneven progress of reform in England and was delighted to offer a haven to some of the leading lights of the Protestant movement, hoping they might assist him in pushing the English Church further down the path of Reformation. He offered several of the émigrés accommodation in Lambeth Palace, the archbishops’ mansion on the south bank of the Thames, and helped secure many more of them prominent positions in England. Bucer was appointed Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge, where he helped revise the English Book of Common Prayer with another exile, the newly appointed Oxford Professor of Divinity Peter Martyr Vermigli. Tremellius joined Bucer at Cambridge as Regius Professor of Hebrew, while others were selected to organise the growing number of refugees into a church of their own.

			By 1550, there were so many French- and Dutch-speaking refugees in London that a ‘Stranger Church’ was becoming necessary. Jan Laski and other émigrés petitioned Cranmer and the crown for permission to form an exile church and in 1550 they were granted the use of the recently dissolved priory of the Augustinian Friars in Broad Street known as Austin Friars, which became the first official nonconformist chapel in England. Jan Laski was selected as minister and superintendent of the Stranger Church, with Jan Utenhove acting as one of the church’s first elders. Before long, Austin Friars was employing four pastors – two Dutch and two Walloon – and establishing sister churches in other areas of high refugee settlement like Canterbury and Glastonbury, where Poullain ministered to Walloon silk-weavers in the remains of the dissolved Glastonbury Abbey. By 1580, the number of refugees was so great that St Anthony’s Chapel in Threadneedle Street was given to French-speaking Strangers as their place of worship, while Austin Friars was transformed into a purely Dutch Church.

			In his charter granting the exiles permission to organise their own churches, Edward VI provided one of the first affirmative statements of England’s responsibility to refugees. It was the duty of a Christian prince, Edward declared, to ‘administer his kingdom well and nobly’. This duty extended not only to his native subjects, but to ‘calamitous and afflicted persons banished because of their religion’. He took ‘pity upon the condition of the exiled and foreign persons, who have lived already for some time in our kingdom of England, being condemned to voluntary banishment for the sake of religion’. It was, the king insisted, ‘by no means … worthy of a Christian man nor the magnificence of a Prince, that his liberality should be constrained or closed to poor foreign persons, ill-used and driven from their country, who have sought refuge in our kingdom, having need of the help necessary to life in such a condition’. It was a radical statement: England owed a duty to those who sought asylum. Such an outlook was far from the norm in Europe. England was becoming synonymous with refuge, as Calvin’s successor in Geneva, Theodore Beza, recognised:

			I see passing across the waves

			A great throng of men, and in the harbour a king

			Stretching out his hand to pull them ashore.10

		

		
			Chapter 2

			The Fat Birds Have Flown

			Despite the dangers, Jehan Houbelon chose to remain behind in Lille. His brothers Pierre and Nicolas had joined the tide of refugees heading for England, but he was the eldest of the Houbelon brothers and felt responsible for keeping up the thriving family business. Like many who inwardly embraced the new doctrines of the Reformation, he was willing to keep his beliefs to himself for the moment, to hide his Protestantism behind a thin Catholic veneer if it meant he could stay in his beloved city undisturbed. It wasn’t easy. His own house was divided against itself. Of the six Houbelon brothers, four had embraced the Protestant faith. Pierre and Nicolas, the most uncompromising Protestants, had fled to England. Hubert and Jehan stayed behind in Lille as clandestine Protestants. But two of the brothers, Regnault and Georges, remained staunchly loyal to the faith of their ancestors. Like many throughout Europe in these divisive times, the Houbelon family was being torn asunder.

			To make matters even more difficult for Jehan, John Calvin, whose teachings were quickly gaining a hold in the Netherlands in the 1550s, had issued a tract condemning ‘Nicodemites’, those who outwardly conformed to the dictates of the Catholic Church in order to spare themselves the torments of persecution. After Calvin’s intervention, many Protestants came to believe that inner resistance and outward conformity were no longer sufficient. Faith had to be lived publicly, no matter what. The only choice available to the true Christian was to proclaim one’s faith and accept the consequences.

			This unbending attitude was given added weight by the many refugees returning home from England in the 1550s convinced that there was no longer any place for good Protestants to hide. Edward VI had died in 1553, taking the protection he extended to continental Protestants with him to the grave. His half-sister Mary, who succeeded to the throne in July of that year, was a staunch Catholic, married to the most Catholic King of Spain, Philip II. She was bound and determined to overturn the detested Reformation and restore Catholicism to its rightful place. As the number of Protestant martyrs in England grew, the continental refugees scattered once more. Nicolas Houbelon stayed put in London, keeping a low profile to avoid unwanted attention. Pierre Houbelon opted to put some distance between himself and the fractious capital and relocated to Cornwall. Others headed back to the continent, spoiling for a fight.

			Fired by the new, uncompromising strand of Protestant belief, and honed and hardened by years of exile and persecution, the refugees who returned to the Netherlands from England were more militant and more radical than the men and women who had left the Low Countries a decade earlier. They had seen the skies of their refuge in England lit up by the pyres of persecution. Not even the dead were immune. The bodies of Martin Bucer and Paul Fagius, both of whom had died before Mary’s ascension to the throne, were dug up, put on trial, and burned at the stake alongside their now heretical works. Such savagery destroyed the illusion that there was any place safe from the vagaries of Catholic tyranny. All that remained was to return home and fight.

			Guy de Brés had been biding his time in exile for more than a decade when he realised that the time was ripe to return to his native Flanders and take up God’s work once more. Charles V had retired to a monastery, leaving the government of the Netherlands in the hands of his son Philip II and his new governor-general, his half-sister Margaret of Parma. Grain shortages and heavy taxes were causing unrest and resistance across the Low Countries. By 1559, de Brés was back home ministering to underground Calvinist congregations in Tournai, Lille and Valenciennes under the code name ‘Jerome’.

			Calvin’s influence had come late to the Low Countries; there were no Calvinist churches anywhere in the provinces until 1555 or 1556, and as late as 1561 there were still few Calvinist communities to speak of and almost no public worship. Pierre Brully, a French-born Calvinist who arrived in the Lys valley from Strasbourg in 1537, had managed to make some small inroads in the region before he was flushed out by the Inquisition in 1544. With his persecutors closing in, Brully had attempted to escape by scaling the walls of Tournai under cover of night. He managed to drop over the parapets undetected; however, a stone dislodged by one
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