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Immigrants and the Industries of London reflects the burgeoning historiographi-
cal interest in the English experience of Others before the era of imperial
expansion. It does so very much from the perspective of economic and metropoli-
tan history. Lien Bich Luu’s starting point is Anthony Wrigley’s contention that
it was the remarkable growth of early modern London that stimulated England’s
transformation into a market — and eventually industrial — economy. She argues
that while historians have certainly begun to explore the implications of that
growth in terms of local and domestic trade, manufacture and industry, internal
migration, and overseas mercantile activity, the demographic and economic sig-
nificance of migrants coming to London from Germany, the Low Countries, and
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France has been largely overlooked. The book suggests that in terms of the dif-
fusion of new skills and the development of new productive practices the impact
of immigrants was significant indeed.

In making her case she provides a conventional account of London’s size,
significance, and peculiarity (in terms of other European cities) in chapter 2;
a more useful survey of how Tudor statesmen linked the skills and knowledge of
immigrants with economic rejuvenation, and attempted to implement policies
accordingly; and two general chapters on the place of immigrants in Elizabethan
London and their treatment by natives. There then follows three case-studies of
trades from the particular perspective of immigrant craftsmen: the silk industry,
the silver trade, and beer brewing. In each instance the economic success of
immigrants and their impact on indigenous practices is shown to be closely linked
to the institutional structures of the specific trades and its attendant populations.
The conclusion compares the positive economic impact of immigrants on
sixteenth-century London with the troubled — and troubling — tenor of con-
temporary debates, noting that “metropolitan greatness” would seem to lie “in the
sheer diversity of . . . people, cultures, and skills” (308).

This is, then, a useful book about an important and relatively neglected topic.
There are problems nonetheless. One relates to the specific significance of immi-
grants to early modern London’s demography and economy. There is an
undoubted increase in the number of immigrants in London between 1483 and
1593 (from ca. 3,400 to ca. 10,000). However, because of the growth of London
through domestic migration the relative size of the immigrant population declined
from 6% in 1483 to 5% in 1593, with a peak of 12% in 1553. This need not
detract, of course, from the specific impact that immigrant householders could
have on economic production through the introduction of knowledge and skills.
However, as Lien Bich Luu notes, between 1500 and 1700 the number of occu-
pations and crafts in London rose from 180 to 721; this was a period of general
diversification and innovation, and it is within this context that the (undoubted)
contributions of immigrants need to be considered.

Another problem relates to chronology. Although the book purports to cover
the period 1500-1700, there are only seventeen pages (or two discrete sections) in
which the seventeenth century is discussed in any seriousness: the majority of the
analysis, and almost all the statistical data, is concerned with the sixteenth century.
If half the early modern period is effectively missing, then it is also unclear why
immigrants in previous centuries were not as important — if not more so — to the
London economy as those in the sixteenth century. The English wine trade was
established by French entrepreneurs in the fourteenth century (to name just one
example of skill diffusion before 1500) and continental craftsmen had long played
an important role in the silver trade. Likewise Dutch beer brewers were already a
serious economic threat to indigenous ale brewers by 1436. Indeed, the existence
of medieval brewers in London requires Lien Bich Luu to emphasize an unlikely
200-year lag between the arrival of beer production and its adoption among
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Londoners. Her explanation for the gap — that until the 1570s the majority of
Londoners did not like beer because it was Dutch — is unsubstantiated and
contradicts her earlier, more nuanced comments regarding Londoners’ attitudes to
aliens.

These interpretative limitations reflect, finally, an implicit and largely un-
tested assumption of the book: that manufacture and industry were the key
determinants of early modern (and modern) economic development. However,
much recent work has emphasized the importance of commerce and consumption
to the early modern economys; at the very least it would have been interesting to
learn about immigrant contributions to these aspects of London’s economic cul-
ture. Greater consideration of other immigrant networks — not least Scottish,
Welsh, and Irish householders and dependents — would have added a further
dimension to the study, and certainly integrated the seventeenth century into the
account. That said, there are only so many questions that a monograph can try to
answer, and it is a measure of this book’s success that we now have a context for
asking more.

PHIL WITHINGTON
University of Leeds
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