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Norwich’s “Disorderly Maids”

Norwich’s “Disorderly Maids” 
Immigrant Women and the institutions 

in early modern England

Raingard Esser

This article investigates the role of women in early modern migration. Taking the 

Norwich Dutch and Walloon immigrant community as a case study, it analyses how 

migrant women navigated the institutions of their own and of their host communities. 

The study contributes to current debates on the ‘double disadvantage’ of migrant 

women. While the Norwich evidence confirms the disadvantages that immigrant 

women faced compared to their male compatriots and to local women, this article 

also identifies the strategies that they used to negotiate existing legal, social and 

economic regimes, often as members of influential migrant families with networks 

and links to their host societies and to their places of origin.

H istorical research into gender and migration has expanded in recent 
years. Migration historian Christiane Harzig’s verdict of 2001, diagnosing 

the in visibility of women in migration studies, has undergone a substantial overhaul.1 
This is particularly evident in the field of women, migration and work. Topics that 
have been addressed include female immigrants’ access to the labour market and 
working conditions in comparison with and in relation to that of the native workforce.2 

 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewer for their helpful comments on the first 
version of this article.

1 C. Harzig, ‘Women Migrants as Global and Local Agents. New Research Strategies 
on Gender and Migration’, in: P. Sharpe (ed.), Women, Gender and Labour Migration: 
Historical and Global Perspectives, London 2001, pp. 15–28.

2 For an overview of some of these studies see, for example, S. M. Sinke, ‘Gender and 
Migration: Historical Perspectives’, in: International Migration Review 40 (2006), 
pp. 82–103. See also the review article by S. Krummel, ‘Migrant Women: Stories of 
Empowerment, Transformation, Exploitation and Resistance’, in: Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies 38.7 (2012), pp. 1175–1184.

Nieuwe Tijdingen. Over vroegmoderne geschiedenis (2021) 15–40

© Raingard Esser en Universitaire Pers LeuvenOverdruk uit “Genderpatronen in vroegmoderne samenlevingen”  -  ISBN 978 94 6270 302 5  -  © Universitaire Pers Leuven, 2021



16

Raingard Esser

These studies have revealed the differences between the working patterns of both 
groups and between male and female experiences. Numerically, women immigrants 
often outnumbered men, certainly in the 20th and early 21st centuries. 

The vast bulk of this new research is focused on modern and contemporary migra
tion. There are still significant gaps in our understanding of the lives of early modern 
female migrants.3 A notable exception is Erika Kuijpers’ detailed study of early modern 
migrants in Amsterdam, which does make the distinction between the sexes and pays 
special attention to the survival strategies of often poor immigrant women coming 
to the city as single women or widows.4 The overall lack of a gendered perspective in 
early modern migration history is particularly evident in research on what has been 
labelled, perhaps somewhat misleadingly and ambiguously, as ‘confessional migra
tion’, a term used to broadly cover migratory movements as a consequence of chang
ing and enforced confessional regimes which were a signature of politics in Europe in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.5 The perception that it was predominantly 
households who migrated in times of confessional conflict still over shadows a more 
detailed analysis of women in this process. Administrative and in stitutional records, 
which are the most prevalent sources preserved of these movements, tend to support 
this view, with both the emphasis of the receiving societies targeting the settlement of 
household units rather than single men or women, and the immigrant communities’ 
attempts to comply with these expectations. In many instances, it was also the records 
of the migrants themselves, such as the histories written by Huguenot authors, which 
emphasised the role of households and networks of solidarity as a signature of their mi
gration and who blended out painful experiences of disruption and family breakdown.6 

3 R. Esser, ‘Out of Sight and on the Margins? Migrating Women in Early Modern Europe’, 
in: F. Reid and K. Holden (eds.), Women on the Move: Refugees, Migration and Exile, 
Newcastle upon Tyne 2010, pp. 9–24. 

4 E. Kuijpers, Migrantenstad. Immigratie en Sociale Verhoudingen in 17e-eeuws Amsterdam, 
Hilversum 2005. See also: E. Kuijpers and L. van de Pol, ‘Poor Women’s Migration 
to the City: The Attraction of Amsterdam Health Care and Social Assistance in Early 
Modern Times’, in: Journal of Urban History 32.1 (2005), pp. 44–66.

5 U. Niggemann, Confessional Migration, in: European History Online (EGO), publis
hed by the Leibniz Institute of European History (IEG), Mainz 2020–0206. URL: 
http://www.iegego.eu/niggemannu2019en URN: urn:nbn:de:0159–2020020406 
[YYYY-MM-DD].

6 See, for instance, C. Lougee Chappell, Facing the Revocation: Huguenot Families, Faith, 
and the King’s Will, Oxford 2016. 
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While the study of immigrant women’s experiences and strategies to live and work 
in early modern host societies thus remains underdeveloped, early modern resident 
women’s economic roles and their changes have received much more attention in re
cent years. This is particularly evident in Dutch and English scholarship. Researchers 
such as Manon van der Heijden, Ariadne Schmidt and Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk 
have studied the strategies and challenges of women working in early modern Dutch 
towns and cities.7 They have shed light on the opportunities and threats for single 
women, widows and spouses in urban economies. No such study has been under
taken for the otherwise wellresearched Dutch and Walloon immigrant commu
nities in England or the Holy Roman Empire, which form a significant part of the 
abovementioned confessional migration. A number of studies of immigrant settle
ments in English host societies emerged in the early 1990s. Their authors were par
ticularly interested in the research questions prevalent at the time. They discussed the 
role of the Strangers’ church organisations as social institutions to provide a network 
of support, but also to guarantee the supervision of the immigrants’ social and eco
nomic behaviour in their new environments. Scholars have analysed the relationship 
between newcomers and residents in the light of economic innovation and compe
tition, and they addressed questions of integration, assimilation, transnational net
works and the transfer of skills. Gender as a category of research did not particularly 
feature in any of these studies.8 A second generation of researchers of these commu
nities has not closed this gap.9 For continental refugee communities, Jesse Spohnholz 
has analysed the social and cultural cohesion of Reformed immigrant communities 

7 As an overview of recent studies and approaches see A. Schmidt and M. van der 
Heijden, ‘Women Alone in Early Modern Dutch Towns: Opportunities and Strategies 
to Survive’, in: Journal of Urban History 42.1 (2016), pp. 21–38. For English research 
see, for instance, J. Whittle and M. Hailwood, ‘The gender division of labour in early 
modern England’, in: Economic History Review 73.1 (2020), pp. 3–32.

8 A. Pettegree, Foreign Protestant Communities in Sixteenth-Century London, Oxford 
1986; R. Esser, Niederländische Exulanten im England des 16. und frühen 17. Jahrhunderts, 
Berlin 1996; M. Backhouse, The Flemish and Walloon Communities at Sandwich During 
the Reign of Elizabeth I, 1561 – 1603, Brussels 1995; A. Spicer, The French-speaking refor-
med community and their church in Southampton, 1567–c. 1620, Southampton 1997. 

9 L. B. Luu, Immigrants and the Industries of London, 1500–1700, Farnham 2005; 
S. Mulyaert, The Foreign Churches in England and the Dutch Reformation and Revolt, 
1547–1585, Leiden 2020.
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in the German border town of Wesel.10 He is also one of very few researchers who 
have started to explore the role of women visàvis one of the most potent immigrant 
institutions: their church councils. Studying the records of Wesel’s and London’s 
church councils and their approaches to both the support and punishment of their 
members, Spohnholz noted a discrepancy between men’s and women’s experiences 
with this institution, with women often finding themselves less wellsupported than 
men.11 Timothy Fehler has studied refugee women and their strategies in Emden’s 
immigrant poor relief documentation and comes to similar conclusions about the 
discrepancy between the treatment of men and women in these records, but also 
notes women’s agency in navigating their causes in the different institutions available 
for their support.12

The present article contributes to the study of immigrant women’s experiences 
in early modern society. It particularly focuses on the relationship between women 
and institutions – a research area that has received renewed interest in recent years.13 
It takes the Norwich Dutch and Walloon Community as a case study to investigate 
how immigrant women negotiated their interests and concerns within the frame
work of the church organisations of their own community and the civic institutions 
of their host society. In doing so, it draws comparisons with recent scholarship on the 
role of institutions and women in European immigrant societies, and with different 

10 J. Spohnholz, The Tactics of Toleration. A refugee community in the age of religious 
wars, Newark 2011. Other German studies focussing on confessional migrati
on are: U. Niggemann, Immigrationspolitik zwischen Konflikt und Konsens. Die 
Hugenottenansiedlung in Deutschland und England (1681–1697), Cologne 2008; 
A. Schunka, Gäste, die bleiben, Zuwanderer in Kursachsen und der Oberlausitz im 17. 
und frühen 18. Jahrhundert, Hamburg 2006; M. Asche, Neusiedler im verheerten Land: 
Kriegsfolgenbewältigung, Migrationssteuerung und Konfessionspolitik im Zeichen des 
Landeswiederaufbaus: die Mark Brandenburg nach den Kriegen des 17. Jahrhunderts, 
Aschendorff 2006. The last is one of the few historians who have studied migration 
into rural rather than urban societies.

11 J. Spohnholz, ‘Instability and Insecurity. Dutch Women Refugees in Germany and 
England, 1550–1600’, in: J. Spohnholz, G. K. Waite (eds.), Exile and Religious Identity, 
1500–1800, London 2014, pp. 111–125. See also R. Esser, ‘(K)ein sicherer Hafen  
Migrantinnen im frühneuzeitlichen Emden’, in: K-D. Voss (ed.), Freie Friesentöchter: 
Tradition und gelebte Wirklichkeit, Oldenburg 2019, pp. 69–78. 

12 T. Fehler, ‘Refugee Wives, Widows and Mothers’, in: A. E. Leonard, D.M. Whitford 
(eds.), Embodiment, Identity, and Gender in the Early Modern Age, London 2020, 
pp. 187–196.

13 M. Martini and S. Mukherjee, ‘Migration, Institutions and Intimate Lives: Towards a 
New Agenda’, in: Gender & History 31.3 (2019), pp. 531–544. 
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institutional regimes and frameworks. Comparisons are particularly made with re
gimes in Dutch towns, as explored in the studies mentioned above, and with other 
immigrant settlements in England. In doing so, this study aims to contribute to the 
discussion of wider concepts such as the diagnosed ‘double disadvantage’ of migrant 
women in new economic environments.14 It also investigates the role of social institu
tions and family networks as key factors in early modern women’s lives.15

The institutional framework

During the sixteenth century foreign immigrants, labelled by the English authorities 
‘Aliens’ or ‘Strangers’, settled in England on a large scale. Estimates suggest that some 
50.000 migrants came to England in this period.16 The majority of those established 
themselves in London and in the towns of southeast England, in close proximity to 
the English Channel and the Continent. Most of them came from the wartorn Low 
Countries, from Flanders, Brabant, Hainault and French Flanders. Immigration was 
not a new phenomenon. Immigrants to England in medieval times have been care
fully traced and recorded in the recently completed ‘England’s Immigrants’ project.17 
London, East Anglia and Kent were also attractive destinations for migrants from the 
Low Countries in previous centuries.18 The wave of immigration in the second half 
of the sixteenth century accelerated a trend and followed existing patterns. Other 
than in the metropolis, the Strangers’ settlements in the English provinces were offi
cially organised by the local and central authorities. Within a short time span in the 
1560s communities of aliens were established in Sandwich (1561), Norwich (1565), 
Colchester (1565), Southampton (1567), Maidstone (1567) and, a few years later, in 
Canterbury (1575). These provincial settlements followed a certain administrative 
pattern in cluding negotiations between the town authorities, who wished to recruit 

14 For a discussion of the ‘double disadvantage’ in late medieval England see: B. Lambert, 
‘Double Disadvantage or Golden Age? Immigration, Gender and Economic 
Opportunity in Later Medieval England’, in: Gender & History 31.3 (2019), pp. 545–564.

15 This claim has been made by Ariadne Schmidt and Manon van der Heijden in their 
research on women alone in early modern Dutch towns. See Schmidt and van der 
Heijden, ‘Women Alone’.

16 Luu, Immigrants and the Industries, pp. 1–26.
17 https://www.englandsimmigrants.com/, accessed 06.03.2021.
18 For more detailed figures see: W.M. Ormrod, B. Lambert, J. Mackman, Immigrant 

England, 1300–1550, Manchester 2019. 
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skilled workers from the Low Countries, the Privy Council in London and representa
tives of the immigrant communities. Many of these newcomers arrived in the provin
ces via London, whose city magistrates did not develop a specific governance frame
work for immigration (but were weary of overcrowding and potential social unrest). 
As a precondition for the settlement, the Strangers in the provinces were selected 
according to desired skills in the textile business. Gatekeepers for their acceptance 
from the Dutch and Walloon side were the Calvinist church councils. Membership 
of the church was a necessary precondition for selection and residence. After initi
al successes, the immigrant communities became victims of the economic decline 
in England in the 1590s. Many aliens relocated to the Netherlands, which offered 
new economic opportunities. Nevertheless, the Norwich Strangers’ communities re
mained a stable factor in the city’s economic and social landscape and numbers se
riously declined only in the 1620s and 1630s after a series of magistrates’ measures 
to force the economically successful members of the community to join the English 
legal and economic frameworks. Moreover, the streamlining policies of the Church of 
England in the 1630s further undermined the cohesion of the communities. Decline 
in church membership of the Dutch and Walloon churches did not always indicate 
the departure of migrant families, but it might also be the result of their transfer to 
the local parish churches.19 The establishment of the first thirty households who were 
permitted to settle in England’s second city and the economic capital of East Anglia 
was care fully monitored to match the required criteria: family unit (in the wider, early 
modern sense), skilled in the desirable textile business, membership of the Reformed 
church. It was fixed in a Letters Patent facilitated and financed by the Duke of Norfolk 
and signed by Queen Elizabeth I in November 1565. Although numbers of aliens and 
their occupation significantly changed in the following years, this legal framework 
determined relations between newcomers and hosts. Internal institutions set up by 
the Strangers’ churches, for instance for the care of orphans and the management of 
the rules and regulations of the textile industry supplemented the civic organisations 
in the city. These institutions followed established patterns of Calvinist community 
management elsewhere. The Norwich Strangers’ community also provided some uni
que features in the form of the Politijcke Mannen (henceforth, PM), a committee of 
four Walloon and eight Dutch men from the leading merchant families and church 
institutions, who were appointed as a liaison organisation between the Strangers’ 
community and the city government and whose members oversaw the support and 

19 For further details see: Esser, Niederländische Exulanten.
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care of the community’s orphans. The PM were also responsible for the adherence of 
their members to the economic rules set down for them in collaboration with the city 
authorities. They increasingly acted as arbiters in cases of dispute, often related to 
financial and economic transactions between members.20 The church councillors and 
the PM were, however, not only facilitators of the city’s rules and regulations. They 
also successfully lobbied for points of their own agenda, such as strict licensing laws 
for the production and sale of alcoholic beverages in the city. It was upon their initia
tive that the Strangers were forbidden to walk about on Sundays and other holy days. 
Fines set down by the Mayor’s Court on 11 July 1573 even extended to the punishment 
of disorderly behaviour during church services.21 In case of impasse, or requests for 
stricter punishment, the Strangers’ institutions referred cases to Norwich’s Mayor’s 
Court, for instance for corporal punishment, imprisonment and banishment from the 
city. This framework not only guaranteed the close scrutiny of the alien population, 
it also created two institutional layers to which the Strangers could turn, but whose 
rules they also had to obey. The life of the Strangers in the English province was, thus, 
subject to close and regular monitoring. The level of intervention of their own and the 
host institutions differed markedly from alien life in the English metropolis. As Lien 
Luu has convincingly shown, such close monitoring was absent in the capital. Here, 
the city government operated on a distinctly laissezfaire basis. It was reactive rather 
than proactive in immigrant policy and mostly responded to complaints from the na
tive population when matters became seriously disruptive. Church membership was 
far less common among the London Strangers’ communities than in the provinces, 
but increased significantly in the 1590s, when perceived economic competition requi
red an overarching narrative of Protestant solidarity to justify the existence of large 
numbers of Strangers in the city.22 

20 Their tasks are set down in the ‘Dutch and Walloon Strangers’ Book’, a compendium 
set up collaboratively by the Norwich civic authorities and the Strangers’ institutions 
for the management of the economic activities of the Strangers. (See NRO, NCR Case 
17d, Dutch and Walloon Strangers’ Book (1564–1643).)

21 W.J.C. Moens, The Walloons and their Church at Norwich, 2 vols., Lymington 1887–1888, 
vol. 1, p. 81. 

22 Contrary to developments in the provinces, attendance of the Dutch and Walloon 
churches in London rose to 70% as a consequence of the economic decline of the 
1590s. See Luu, Immigrants and the Industries, p. 151.
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The London community outnumbered the provincial settlements. However, life in 
the provinces was a significant reality for migrants, many of whom left the capital to 
move to Sandwich or Norwich. A closer scrutiny of the surviving (albeit patchy) sourc
es may help to demonstrate how the women of these communities used and negoti
ated the institutional layers in which their social and economic lives were embedded. 

Gender distribution of immigrants: male and female households

Compared to the documentation available for other immigrant settlements in 
England, a reasonably wide range of information about the (official) numbers of re
corded Strangers in Norwich can be traced. Town authorities as well as the English 
government asked for head counts at regular intervals. While the overall categories 
then offered by the Strangers’ elite, who were in charge of such surveys, usually fea
tured figures divided into men, women, servants and children, it is possible in some 
instances to split this category further. A head count undertaken slightly less than 
three years after the initial settlement for both the Dutch and the Walloon commu
nities dating from 1568 offers a more nuanced picture of the status of the immigrant 
women in the city which is of interest to this study. Of the 339 counted members of the 
Walloon Church, 60 were registered as spouses, three were registered as ‘spinsters’, 
nine were simply recorded by name. There were eight widows and three female 
family members, namely sisters of the head of the household or his wife. This picture 
was supplemented by the record of six maidservants.23 There were overall 89 women 
(over the age of sixteen) and 90 men including five manservants and five workmen. 
The remainder of the 339 persons counted were children. The overall figure for the 
Dutch community was given as 1132 persons. Of the 193 single persons recorded, 88 
were women, including 22 maidservants. Of the 52 registered widows and widowers, 
22 were women (20 of whom lived in independent households). While still by far the 
majority of the women counted were spouses (301), there was indeed a significant 
number of single women. Some of them lived and worked together, such as the sisters 
Katherina, Margareta and Maria Godtschalk who were recorded as spinsters and who 

23 Maidservant as an early modern descriptor encompassed a broad range of tasks. 
These could include household helps as well as women and girls working in the family 
business. On figures in the Netherlands see: Schmidt and van der Heijden, ‘Women 
alone’. For English evidence see: R.C. Richardson, Household Servants in Early Modern 
England, Manchester 2010.
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had come to Norwich from Flanders in 1567.24 Further quantitative data exist in the 
form of tax returns, the Lay Subsidy Rolls and Hearth Tax Returns, which specifically 
listed the Strangers’ contributions. They are preserved for the years 1576, 1581, 1589, 
1594, 1597, 1598 and 1624.25 The challenges of interpreting these serial sources have 
been discussed elsewhere.26 Firstly, the term ‘alien’ was used generically and inclu
ded nonEnglish men and women not only from the Low Countries. Although the 
majority of the immigrants living in Norwich were Dutch or Walloon, the lists also 
recorded names which suggest an Irish or Scottish migrant. Secondly, the accuracy 
of the registration depended on the enthusiasm and thoroughness of the recorder as 
well as on the willingness and availability of the householders to be recorded. Thirdly, 
the assessment regime changed, with parameters being readjusted for every subsidy 
requested. For the present purpose, a brief analysis of the gender distribution of the 
respective entries shall suffice to shed light on women’s economic opportunities in 
the city from the early phase of the settlement to the period of stronger and more 
enforced integration of the Strangers into the English economy. Not surprisingly, the 
number of women listed in the tax returns is significantly smaller than the number of 
men. Of the 1083 persons requested to pay at least the minimum of 4d as a poll tax in 
1581 only 62 were women.27 The majority of these, 41, were widows, 13 were registe
red only by name, one mother and seven daughters were individually taxed, and even 
one maidservant was requested to pay the subsidy. In 1597 the absolute figures had 
slightly declined, which might also have been a result of a different tax regime rather 
than a decline in aliens prosperous enough to be taxed. Of the 818 persons registered 
in this census, 42 were women. In this return the administrators distinguished bet
ween widows (15) and women only given by name without any reference to their ma
rital status (27). A subsequent tax raised in the following year covered only 133 taxable 
persons, of whom two were widows and three were registered by name only. Overall, 
very few of the women assessed had to contribute more than the minimum, and those 
who were taxed more steeply, such as Susan Beccowe alias Backowe, who appeared in 
the list of 1598, were widows.28 Even with this somewhat patchy evidence, the picture 

24 Moens, The Walloons, vol. 2 p. 210.
25 The National Archives (TNA), LRS 1581, 1589, 1594, 1597, 1598. Moens, The Walloons, 

vol. 2, pp. 184–187.
26 Esser, Niederländische Exulanten, pp. 137–150 and the literature cited there.
27 Moens, The Walloons, vol. 2, pp. 161–173.
28 Others included Judith Wallewein, who was taxed in 1624 with £3 and 8d. for her taxa

ble goods. See Moens, The Walloons, vol. 2, p. 176.
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of the ‘thirty households’, which were initially invited to come to Norwich can be re
adjusted.29 Taking the snapshot of the lists of households recorded in 1568 5% of the 
Dutch and 9% of the Walloon householders were widows. Compared with the average 
of 12.5% of households headed by widows in early modern England, as calculated by 
Amy Froide, the immigrant figures are below the national average. The fact that the 
immigrants had come to Norwich only three years ago, and assuming that widows 
were probably not travelling across the Channel on their own, might explain this dis
crepancy. Figures for single female householders, however, are more favourable for 
immigrant women in Norwich. With 6% of Dutch and 4.5% of Walloon single female 
households (sometimes living with other single women) the average is much higher 
than the calculated 1.1% in Froide’s English national average.30 Comparable figures 
can also be deduced from the demographic survey of Dutch and Walloon house
holders in Sandwich, a much smaller community, which was also established under 
conditions similar to the Norwich setup. A survey of 1574, thirteen years after the 
establishment of the community, counted 99 Walloon households headed by a man 
and 16 households headed by a widow or – in one case – a single woman. At 14% this 
figure was higher than the national average. Of the 195 Dutch households, 56 were 
headed by either single women or widows. Here, percentages for widows (14%) and 
single women (12%) as householders were either in line with (widows) or well above 
(single women) the English national average.31 In comparison, the figures for female 
heads of households, all widows, recorded in 1593 in London amounted to just under 
10% of all householders.32 

29 Further scrutiny of the actual composition of migrant groups travelling as ‘confessional 
migrants’ in Europe would be helpful to adjust the picture of family migration which 
still dominates most historiography. 

30 A. Froide, Never Married: Singlewomen in Early Modern England, Oxford 2005, p. 18. 
There is, however, a discrepancy between the lives of single women in urban and rural 
settings. Froide’s own study of Southampton rates single women householders as 
high as 8.5% at the end of the seventeenth century. See A. Froide, ‘Hidden Women: 
Rediscovering Singlewomen in Early Modern England’, in: Local Population Studies 68 
(2002), pp. 26–41.

31 British Library, London, Additional MS 33, 511, fol. 323–338. See also Backhouse, The 
Flemish and Walloon Communities at Sandwich, p. 122. Backhouse has made detailed 
analyses of the Strangers’ demographics, but has not distinguished the figures accor
ding to gender distributions.

32 Luu, Immigrants and the Industries, p. 132. Single women heading households were not 
recorded in the survey of 1593.
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Immigrant women and their trades

In the survey of single women in Norwich in 1568, 22 women (three Walloon, 19 Dutch) 
were marked as ‘spinster’. While the term was used ambiguously in the sixteenth cen
tury, denoting both the status of singleness and an occupational descriptor, circum
stantial evidence in the above lists suggests that for the immigrant women the latter 
was the case. Firstly, the occupation was registered at the same place, directly after 
the name, as by men; secondly, there were other descriptors for women such as wife or 
widow, where women were listed. Sometimes there were no descriptors at all. Thirdly, 
given the request of the city council that the Strangers should be restricted to occupa
tions in the textile industry, it would be important for them to be seen as part of this 
economically desirable group. Margareta and Jacobina Hendes were listed as both 
spinsters and woolcombers, another typically female (low paid) occupation. They had 
arrived from Flanders in 1567.33 It must be noted that the descriptor Flanders was used 
rather generically in this list. Anna Gomerspach, a spinster and woolcomber, original
ly from Cologne was also listed as having arrived from Flanders in 1567. Whether she 
had actually lived and worked in the Low Countries before departing for England, or 
whether Flanders was simply her last stay on the Continent, remains unclear. Twelve 
single women, two of whom were from the Walloon community gave their occupation 
as woolcombers. One woman, the widow of Henry of Brabant, was registered as a 
midwife. The occupations in the textile trade listed here were typical for women’s 
work in Flanders, and this was also reflected in the Norwich lists. Unfortunately, the 
1568 list remained a snapshot concerning the occupations of the immigrants. Not all 
of the available data registered this category. The various head counts requested by 
the Mayor’s Court, for instance in 1583, recorded just men, women and children and 
distinguished between Englishborn and Alienborn.34 There were significantly more 
women recorded (170) than men (139). A more detailed survey was requested and pre
sented to the King’s Attorney General in 1622.35 Here, the categories used were names 
and profession. The survey also distinguished between those ‘borne beyond the seas’ 
and those ‘borne of parent strangers’ (but born in England). The men and women 
recorded were listed per ward. Here, of all 229 persons listed with their occupations 

33 Moens, The Walloons, vol. 2, p. 210.
34 Norfolk Record Office (NRO), Mayor’s Court Book (MCB) 1582–1587, 30.10.1583, 

fol. 223 v.
35 Moens, The Walloons, vol. 2, pp. 189–193.
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only eight were women, of whom seven were listed as widows. They were: one ‘maker 
of says’, three hosyers, two weavers (of whom one was not recorded as widow), one 
twister and one aquavite seller. With the exception of one, ‘wedow Wollowyn’ (Judith 
Wallewein), all were ‘borne beyond the seas’, which, given the decline of immigra
tion since the beginning of the seventeenth century, indicates that they might have 
been of advanced age. 36 These official lists obviously excluded nonregulated and 
nonrecorded work, which tended to be a signature of early modern women’s work.

 Immigrant women were economically active independently, mostly as widows, but 
also as single householders, as these figures demonstrate. Their most frequently re
corded occupations as woolcombers and spinsters is in line with the typical female 
occupations in the textile industry in the early modern Low Countries, as demon
strated by the research of Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk. In her analysis of the 1581 
registration of heads of households in Leiden, she noted that women were primarily 
employed in the lowpaid sectors with more than 80% registered as spinsters and ca. 
7% as woolcombers.37

In some instances other evidence enlivens these bland statistics. Some of the women 
counted and some who did not appear on the lists left testaments and inventories. 
These may offer a glimpse into their networks, occupations and concerns. Women left 
their tools in wills, and we also find them in inventories. Normally the tools were just 
sold on and few inventories were actually made. But there is some evidence shedding 
light on the economic activities of these women. In most cases the tools bequeathed 
were small household items typically used for women’s work. Lowysken Rokegem, 
for instance, left her brother ‘one shittell to weave saie with and a candlestick for the 
loom’ in her last will and testament made on 26 October 1603.38 Barbara Boone left 
her ‘twisting mill in the lowe shope’ to John Weight the younger, probably the son of 
her servant of the same name in her will of 2 May 1618.39 Rachel Bernaert left John de 
Loijn ‘my twisting mill with all the appurtynenth, namely spoelwijl, wynddes, pipes, 

36 Judith Wallewein made her last will and testament four years later, on 26 September 
1626. The National Archive (TNA), Prerogative Court of Canterbury Wills, PCC 151, 5 
Skynner.

37 E. van Nederveen Meerkerk, ‘Textile workers, Gender and the organization of 
Production in the pre industrial Dutch Republic’, in: M. CassidyWelch and P. Sherlock 
(eds.), Practices of Gender in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe, Turnhout 2008, 
pp. 215–234.

38 Norfolk Records Office (henceforth, NRO), NCC Norfforthe 141.
39 NRO, NCC 383 Barber.
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tooles, forkes, schalyen and scalles with the weights’. She made her will on 20 April 
1620.40 She had many other household items to bequeath and also donated money 
to the Dutch Church. Twisting mills were typically used for sayemaking associated 
with the Strangers’ expertise in textile production. They were typical women’s tools, 
but the fact that all three women gave their tools to men signifies that they were not 
necessarily restricted to the women’s sphere of work. 

The most impressive evidence of immigrant women’s independent textile work in 
Norwich is provided in the inventory for the possessions of Joan Bygodt, alias Begote, a 
‘singlewoman and alyan boorn’, which was made on 14 November 1603.41 She clearly 
ran her own household. On six and a half pages the men registering her belongings 
recorded wool worth £8 17s. 10d., two saye looms, various other tools of the textile 
business such as bobbins and wheels, substantial amounts of sayes, various yarns and 
other fabrics worth more than £10, respectively £2 1s. 4d., in cash. It is unclear wheth
er Joan and Jakemyne Begote, also named as a single woman, who left her last will and 
testament on 13 September 1603, are the same person. Norwich was visited by plague 
in that year with a particularly severe outbreak in the month of September. It might 
have been that Jakemyne was another unmarried member of the family. It is equally 
likely that Joan was mistaken for another family member called Jakemyne when her 
inventory was made. Joan, or Jakemyne, owned an ‘ould book… paynted papers and 
2 lying Mappes in ould manner’. In her testament made on 13 September 1603 she 
not only forgave the debts owed to her by one Olyver Sandis. She bequeathed 20s. 
to the poor of the Dutch church, and she left various sums to various people includ
ing her brother Nicholas, her godson and another nephew. Significantly, she wished 
these sums to be taken ‘not out of my goodes which I doe leave here in Norwich, but 
of my goodes which are beyond the Seas in the countie of fflanders’. Joan/Jakemyne 
was clearly well connected both in Norwich and overseas. These family networks 
might have made her less suspicious as a single woman apparently running her own 
household and her own weaving business. She is not recorded in any list of master 
weavers. Whether her brother Nicholas, who was her main inheritor (£10 and on 
top of the list), and her nephew Nicholas, the son of another brother named ‘John’ 
in her testament, were also in the textile trade and might, therefore, have facilitated 
Joan’s business networks is, unfortunately, not known. Clearly, there were opportuni
ties for in dependent women’s work. It certainly helped that Joan was well connected 

40 NRO, ANW Barker 1619, p. 204.
41 NRO, Probate Inventories of the Norwich Consistory Court, Inv. 19.111.
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with important Stranger families such as the Bonnells, prosperous merchants who 
belonged to the first generation of immigrants, and whose members were also men
tioned in her testament.

Joan’s business stands in contrast to economic regulations set up in Norwich in the 
1570s, when officially independent women’s work became curtailed in a set of rules 
set down by the city government particularly targeting young female textile workers 
in the popular and successful alien trade of hose knitting. On 25 January 1576/77 the 
following entry was recorded in the Norwich Assembly Minute Book: ‘This Daye the 
boke yt ys drawne for the reformacon of the disorder in taking young women to be 
knytters shalbe enteryd as a law as hereafter ensueth.’42 The following rules set down 
a close monitoring system for women’s work in the knitting industry. Women were 
no longer allowed to rent independent places in the city. Their economic activities, 
including the wages that they could charge for their work as knitters, were closely 
monitored by the English ward authorities, who also decided about their residence. 
Severe fines and imprisonment were set down for noncompliance. At the same time, 
Strangers’ textile businesses were requested only to put to work children and young 
adults, both male and female, who were part of their own family or who would follow 
an officially recorded sevenyear apprenticeship.43 

Much work has been done in recent years to identify the many unregulated working 
opportunities that early modern women could and did use for their own businesses. 
While generally exempted from the early modern guilds, widows and single women 
could and did carve out a niche for their own occupations. Married women played a 
part in the business unit with their husband. Norwich was no exception to this pat
tern, and the family unit with husband and wife as working partners was also part of 
the Strangers’ business model (and accepted as such by the English city authorities).44 
Fiona Williamson has presented cases in which women, predominantly widows, were 

42 NRO, Proceedings of the Municipal Assembly 1153–1583, Assembly Minute Book No. 4, 
1568–1585, fol. 139f.

43 These trends are in line with the findings of van Nederveen Meerkerk, who has noticed 
the decline in women’s participation in the structured professional groups in the Dutch 
Republic in the course of the sixteenth century. See her PhD dissertation published 
as: De draad in eigen handen. Vrouwen en loonarbeid in de Nederlandse textielnijverheid, 
1581–1810, Amsterdam 2007.

44 Evidence to this effect can be found, for instance, in entries of the Mayor’s Court 
Book and through the records of taxable widows as mentioned in the survey of the tax 
returns earlier in this present study. See, for instance, MCB No. 15, 1615–1624, 19 July 
1615, fol. 23v. 19 July 1615, and 25 July 1615, fol. 25. 
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successful in the retail business and particularly in running stalls on the numerous 
markets in the city.45 While very much in the minority (with five widows renting stalls 
at the fish market in 1602, as compared to the fortyeight male stallholders across 
the butchery, ropery, the ‘stalls under the Leades’ and the fish market), women had 
a presence at the market, not only as sellers, but also as buyers of the products on 
sale.46 Strangers, both men and women, however, were strictly excluded from retail 
trade. Time and again, strict orders were set up to prevent Strangers from conducting 
this daily business. Entries in the Assembly Minute Book, such as the following dating 
from 5 June 1579, were typical and frequently reissued:

This Daye it is agreed that there shalbe published in the Duche Churche emong the 
Strangers that they nor none of them hereafter shall use eny retailing of wares or 
merchandizes in their howses nor yet in ffayer or m[ar]ket upon souche paynes and 
penalties as by the Lawes of the Realme is set downe.47

Occasional exceptions to this rule were recorded in the Mayor’s Court Book. The first 
case concerns a particularly controversial economic activity, baking, which had recei
ved much administrative attention in the city, and which was strictly curtailed for the 
Strangers’ businesses. They were only allowed to bake for their own communities, to 
buy and use certain sorts of flour and to refrain from the production of the more costly 
and luxurious sorts of bread.48 Rules and regulations changed according to the yearly 
harvests. In 1598 four Walloon bakers were officially permitted to make and sell bread 
for their community. In the following account, in 1601, one of them, Jacob Cowsar 
was replaced by his widow Margery, who continued the work of her late husband for 
another year. In the list of Walloon bakers from 1602 she no longer appeared.49 The 
second recorded exemption relates to food production and sale. Mallyard Wydoote, 
a Stranger who had set up a successful market gardening business in Carrow, on the 
fringes of the city, was permitted to sell his produce at Norwich’s market, and this 

45 F. Williamson, Social Relations and Urban Space, Norwich 1600–1700, Woodbridge 2014, 
pp. 143–151.

46 Williamson, Social Relations and Urban Space, p. 146.
47 NRO, Assembly Minute Book No. 4, 5 June 1579, (fol. 182), see also: MCB 1569–1576, 11 

April 1576, fol. 705, MCB 1582–1587, 31 July 1583, fol. 190.
48 On the politics of baking in the city see: Esser, Niederländische Exulanten, pp. 216–223.
49 NRO, MCB 1595–1603, 16 November 1598, fol. 269; 24 October 1601, fol. 630/631.
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privilege was also granted after his death in 1625 to his widow Joanne until 1628.50 
Immigrant women were, thus, only officially accepted as widows continuing the retail 
businesses of their deceased partners. In this respect their opportunities did not differ 
much from those of English female stallholders. Other than those, however, permis
sions were granted to immigrant women only in exceptional circumstances and with 
a specific permit from the city authorities. Keeping alehouses and brewing beer, also 
often associated with women’s occupations, and not only in Norwich, was also forbid
den in acts set down immediately after the issue of the patent, on 3 September 1565 
and upon request of the Norwich Strangers’ churches.51 In London, by comparison, 
Dutch beer became a desirable trademark in the second half of the sixteenth century. 
Wives and widows played a prominent part in the family businesses set up in the city.52

Immigrant Women and the Churches

As outlined above, the Norwich Strangers’ churches and their institutions acted as 
gate keepers for immigrant life in the city. Time and again, immigration and working 
conditions were restricted and supervised by the Dutch and Walloons themselves. 
Time and again, persons not belonging to the church were requested to leave the city. 
These included men as well as women, who were named at the Mayor’s Court for a 
banishment order.53

Early modern Calvinist Church institutions were usually maleonly organisations. 
Jesse Spohnholz, however, has found a notable exception to this rule in the establish
ment of female deacons in the Wesel exile community in 1568.54 The first Calvinist 
Church order for the Wesel community specifically mentioned the permission of 
women to serve in this function and to oversee the support of the poor of the com
munity alongside their male colleagues. The latter remained in charge of financial 

50 NRO, MCB 1624–1634, 31 May 1628, fol. 194b.
51 Moens, The Walloons, vol. 1, p. 81. On women’s involvement in the running of alehouses 

in seventeenthcentury Norwich see: Williamson, Social Relations and Urban Space, 
pp. 151–160. See more generally on women and beer brewing: J.M. Bennett, Ale, Beer 
and Brewsters in England, 1300–1600, Oxford 1996.

52 Luu, Immigrants and Industries, pp. 259–301. 
53 See, for instance, NRO, MCB 1587–1595, 10 March 1589, fol. 279, See also NRO, MCB 

1582–1587, 7 September 1584, fol. 335 and 10 May 1585, fol. 431.
54 Spohnholz, The Tactics of Toleration, p. 94ff.
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matters, while women, many of whom were the spouses of Church Elders, took over 
the pastoral role of the task. This measure, probably born out of a shortage of quali
fied men in the community, however, was not unanimously welcomed. In a following 
church order from 1580 it was set down that women could act as deaconesses only 
with the permission of their husbands. The synod of the Reformed Churches meet
ing in Middelburg in 1581 eventually rejected the permission for women to serve in 
this function. In Wesel, however, women continued to work for their community’s 
poor, firstly, under the slightly revised title of ‘overseers’, then again as deaconesses. It 
seems that this practice, which continued in Wesel until the early seventeenth century, 
remained the exception. No similar offices specifically for women were recorded in 
the Norwich Dutch and Walloon Churches or in any other refugee churches.55

As we have seen, the Strangers’ church councils acted as monitors of the good be
haviour of their communities. They could vouch for the good conduct of often vulner
able single women. Erika Kuijpers has convincingly demonstrated that church organ
isations provided a safety net particularly for immigrant women. In her research on 
female immigrants coming to Amsterdam from Northern Germany, she has shown 
how the Amsterdam Lutheran church, an institution particularly visited by German 
immigrants, offered support and also provided respectability for women living alone 
in the city, a status that raised suspicions of immoral behaviour.56 Unfortunately, the 
church council records for the Norwich Dutch and Walloon churches are almost com
pletely lost.57 Indirect evidence of a potentially closer attachment of immigrant wom
en to their churches might be deduced from the role that these institutions played 
in their last wills and testaments. Here, however, the results of the analysis do not 
show a pattern which differs from the overall trend of the attachment of migrants to 
their churches in Norwich. Of the 53 testaments left by Dutch and Walloon women 
between 1579 and 1637, 23 left donations to the Strangers’ churches, their poor and/or 
their ministers. These donations cover the whole time frame under review; they are 
not restricted to, for instance, the early period, where a greater reliance on the church 

55 One exemption might be the appointment of Jacqueline Mansay of the Walloon con
gregation to act as ‘a searcher and a keeper of the Infected of the ffrench Congregation’ 
at the Mayor’s Court on 20 April 1631. Appointments to these particular positions were 
typically made at parish level for women, whose dangerous task it was to see to the 
infected plaguevictims (NRO, MCB 1624–1634, fol. 334b). 

56 Kuijpers, Migrantenstad, pp. 199–209.
57 The one exception is: NRO FC 29, Actes du Consistoire de L’Eglise Wallonne de 

Norwiche commençant depuis le 25 de Mars 1628. 
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and their support institutions might have been expected. These findings roughly fit 
into the overall picture of donations being made to the churches with 57 % of all wills 
available for the Strangers’ communities mentioning gifts to the Strangers’ churches. 
Of the women’s wills, Mary Wallewein, whose testament will be discussed in greater 
detail below, also expressed an attachment to her English parish church. She was not 
an exception in this pattern, but fewer women than men bequeathed money to the 
English parish in which they resided. The poor of the English parish churches were 
gifted in only four other testaments of women. Although this sample is too small to 
provide a meaningful analysis, it is noticeable that they ranged from 1603 to 1625, thus 
again covering a relatively broad period and partly preceding the city government’s 
requirement to pay regular contributions to the English parish churches which were 
officially requested from 1612 onwards. While donations to English parish churches 
were also relatively rare in Dutch and Walloon men’s wills, they nevertheless occurred 
in 19 out of 150 cases. Perhaps not surprisingly, they were largely restricted to the more 
prosperous segment of the community. These donations were also relatively even
ly spread from the earlier period of the settlement to the 1640s. If only incidentally 
traceable, prosperous Dutchmen and Walloons had closer links to their English parish 
churches and wanted to be seen to be attached to them. Business relations and net
works will have played an important role in their decision.58 The most visible attach
ment to an English parish was, perhaps, the unusual funeral monument, Flemish style, 
commissioned by the immigrant Jacques de Hem for his deceased wife Anna in 1603. 
De Hem, a prosperous merchant, who had bought his freedom of the city in 1602 
for £50 and had his seven children officially registered at the Mayor’s Court in the 
same year, had been busy in Norwich since 1587 and traded with various goods from 
the Low Countries. He also maintained close contacts with Norwich’s English elite. 
He had his children baptised in the Dutch Church, but also registered in the English 
parish of St. Michael at Plea. The tomb monument is undoubtedly a significant and 
enduring marker of an (deceased) immigrant woman’s presence in this English parish 
church. The position of the monument at the reentrant of the nave, overlooking the 
font, located the family at the heart of parish life in a rather poignant manner, given 
Anna de Hem’s death in childbirth. This prominent position signified the social rank 
and status of the family within the wider, predominantly English parish community. 

58 For further details see: R. Esser, ‘News across the Channel – Contact and 
Communication between the Dutch and Walloon Refugees in Norwich and their 
Families in Flanders, 1565–1640’, in: Immigrants & Minorities 14.2 (1995), pp. 139–152.
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In terms of style and decorative programme the tomb monument retained a distinc
tive and recognisable Flemish character.

Many of the welloff immigrant families remained attached to their churches and 
demonstrated this with particular attention to their donations. Among those, the will 
of Mary Wallewein stands out.59 She was the matriarch of a merchant family from 
Ypern, who had come to Norwich with the first generation of immigrants and whose 
members had been and remained heavily involved in matters of the Dutch Church. In 
her last will dated 5 May 1612 she left very detailed instructions on how she wanted her 
donations to be spent on behalf of the poor and destitute of the Dutch community. The 
sum of £25 should be carefully invested by a committee of the Elders and deacons with 
a view to distributing the yearly revenues among the needy of the church. Besides, she 
specifically bequeathed the sum of £6 to the popular Dutch minister Johannes Ellison 
and a further £4 to the maintenance of the ‘Ministry of gods holie worde amongst 
the Dutch congregation in Norwich’. She also left 50s. ‘to be distributed amongst the 
poor householders of sayed Dutch Congregacon in Norwiche, who do not take Almes 
or releave of or from the same Congregacon’. Her burial, however, was to take place 
in the English parish church of St. Peter Mancroft, in the parish in which the family 
lived, and where her husband Adrian had already been buried. She requested to be 
interred ‘by the grave of the said Adrian my late husband or nere unto the place where 
he is’. She continued: ‘I will that ther shalbe a sermon preached by the Minister of the 
sayed parishe of Sainct Peter of Mancrofte’. Her burial should be followed by a banquet 
and a ‘good supper’ to which she invited family, friends and neighbours. The poor of 
the parish were also left 40s. Ten shillings each were donated to the prisoners in the 
Guildhall and in Norwich Castle. Mary Wallewein clearly wanted to leave a mark on 
her English host community as well as on the Dutch congregation. She aimed high with 
her request for a sermon from the then minister of St. Peter Mancroft. William Welles, 
whom she named specifically for this task, was chaplain to Queen Anne as well as 
minister and from 1613 onwards prebend of the Norwich parish. Having him to deliver 
a sermon for a deceased refugee woman would certainly have been seen as a sign of 
high esteem for the newcomer. Next to these donations to the English and the Dutch 

59 TNA, PCC Wills 122, 91 Capdl.
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Norwich communities, she also made detailed provisions for a number of individuals 
from the Dutch congregation as well as for her ‘next kindred’. She willed that 

all my messuages, Landes, tenements, and hereditaments whatsoever situate lying 
and being in the countie of Fflanders in the partes beyond the Seas or elsewhere in 
the same partes, to be by them holden and ennoyed according to the Lawes, orders, 
customes and priviledges of the counties, cities townes and places and where the 
same measuages, lands, tenements and hereditaments ar situat and doe lye. 

Beside these, her otherwise unspecific ‘next kindred’ were also given £50 to be equally 
distributed ‘by my executors according to the custome of Fflanders when they shall 
law fully demand the same’. 

Two other items in this long and detailed will stand out. ‘Aquila Cruso, the sonne 
of John Cruso of Norwiche, hosier’ was given £40 ‘for and towards the maintenance 
of hym the said Aquila in the universitie or universities of Cambridge he is now a 
scholler or student’. Secondly, she made detailed arrangements for the preparation 
of her body before internment and offered 20s. to Ffrancis the wife of Henry Curvett 
of Norwich, cordmaker, for this task. As executors to her will she named John Cruso, 
Aquilo’s father, and Charles van Dale, both very respectable members of the Dutch 
Community, whose families were also the recipients of generous financial gifts. The 
witnesses of her will, however, were Englishmen: John Everard, Edmund Munsford 
and James Meeke. No children are named in her will. Mary had been the main heiress 
and executrix of her husband’s will, which he had made on 25 January 1601. Her in
heritance included the respectable sum of £600 as well as his possessions overseas. 
Whether these were the same as those that she now bequeathed or whether she had 
independent property in Flanders is unknown. The Wallewein family consisted of 
several branches living in the city, and it remains difficult to distinguish the respective 
direct family trees. 

Women at Court

How women were protected or neglected by their church organisation and by the 
civic institutions of their host society deserves further scrutiny. As mentioned ear
lier, evidence from London and Wesel analysed by Jesse Spohnholz, as well as re
search under taken for the Emden Calvinist Church council’s reactions to women’s 
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complaints, paint an ambiguous picture in which insecurity and lack of support are 
often noticeable.60 Nevertheless, a closer analysis of the existing evidence of the 
Norwich records demonstrates that women could and did claim their rights and called 
for protection at both their own institutions and at the courts of their host societies. 
The following examples are insightful here. On 2 June 1576 the Elders of the Walloon 
church brought a complaint to the Norwich Mayor’s Court.61 They requested justice 
in the case of Peter le Pire, a Walloon who had earlier been banished from the city, but 
who had returned and married the widow Mary Drew. The case now under review had 
been brought by his 16yearold stepdaughter Margareth Drew. The hearing at the 
Mayor’s Court had a long prequel in the Walloon Church. On 28 May 1576 Margareth 
had filed complaints against her stepfather to the Elders of her community. She had 
given a detailed account of his harassment and molestation, which, so she stated, had 
been going on for quite a while. The Elders reported that twice Margareth had been 
taken out of the family and had been placed in another household. Twice, Le Pire had 
promised amends, but, as the Elders had to concede, matters had only got worse. In 
the same account they also issued complaints against his ‘swering and blasphemyn 
god continually and for his dronkenes and other great misbehaviour and both hor
rible and wicket’. It was then decided that Le Pire should be summoned before the 
Mayor’s Court. He should be publicly whipped in the market and kept in prison until 
further orders from the Mayor. His name reappeared again in a Mayor’s Court entry 
on 1 December 1576, when representatives of the Walloon church requested his reen
try into the city, which was granted after the deposit of £5.62 It seems that the whip
ping in June had not had the desired effect, and that he had been banished from the 
city, only to be allowed to reenter Norwich a few months later. Whether the domestic 
situation improved after his return remains unknown. In this case, it was the Elders of 
the Walloon church who had taken up the case of Margareth Drew. She had, however, 
prior to taking the case to the Mayor’s Court, repeatedly turned on her own initiative 
to the church leaders of her community for support. When they finally requested a 
stricter punishment, it seemed that the Elders were equally, if not more, concerned 
about Peter Le Pire’s ungodly behaviour, a verdict that was often brought before the 
Norwich courts and which was frequently dealt with through corporal punishment or 

60 See: Spohnholz, ‘Instability and Insecurity’, R. Esser, ‘(K)ein sicherer Hafen’, T. Fehler, 
‘Refugee Wives, Widows and Mothers’

61 NRO, MCB 1569–1576, 2 June 1576, fol. 723. 
62 NRO, MCB 1576–1581, 1 December 1576, fol. 58.
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banishment of the culprit. It was general practice that punishments such as whipping 
and banishment from the city were within the legal remit of the Mayor’s court and not 
of the Strangers’ institutions. These requests for banishment were not infrequently 
filed and were mostly related to repeated misbehaviour in public such as drunkenness 
and evil speech. Mostly men, but also women, were accused of these misdemeanours 
and required to leave the city. Domestic sexual abuse, as in this case, was hardly 
ever discussed in the Mayor’s Court, although there were occasional cases of adul
tery, mostly when an English party was involved. In the absence of church consistory 
records, it remains unclear whether there were more cases of this kind dealt with in 
the confines of the Strangers’ churches’ institutions. They featured regularly in other 
Calvinist Consistory Court records, and Norwich will not have been an exception.63 
Other cases of domestic violence were brought before the Mayor’s Court not only by 
the members of the Strangers’ churches. It was ‘uppon complaint of neighboures of 
the ill rule + misbehaviour’ that charges were brought against Peter Astoe, ‘the Duche’ 
surgeon, who had apparently beaten his wife ‘in most extreame manner’. In an entry 
of the Mayor’s Court book from 18 February 1606 it was ordered that he should refrain 
from domestic and alcohol abuse or otherwise be whipped at the post.64 Other en
tries testify to the proactive involvement of immigrant women in Norwich city courts. 
From March to June 1586 the Mayor’s Court book recorded a series of meetings con
cerning a legal case made by Thomasyne Vanderbeck ‘alien and singlewoman’ against 
Godfroy Burman.65 She requested an account concerning the debts of her late mo
ther to be removed from the Sheriff ’s court. She successfully claimed that she had 
been bullied by Burman to sign a declaration over debts of £26 4s. Burman then sold 
the belongings of her mother and claimed that this would cover the outstanding sum. 
Thomasyne’s complaints were twofold: firstly, she brought a witness to the court who 
testified that she had been pressed into signing the document forfeiting her rights to 
her mother’s possessions. Secondly, she could establish that the value of her mother’s 
goods, as accounted for in the inventory made by Burman, was worth more than the 
sum owed. As a consequence, she claimed the remaining 20s. surplus and she wan
ted the documentation to be removed from the Sheriff ’s records to clear her name 
as a debtor. On 4 June 1586 the Court decided in her favour. After an initial refusal 
to comply, Burman agreed one day later to transfer the money and signed a general 

63 See Spohnholz, ‘Instability and Insecurity’ and Esser, ‘(K)ein sicherer Hafen’.
64 NRO, MCB 1615–1624, 30 January 1615, fol. 163.
65 NRO, MCB 1582–1587, 4 May 1586, fol. 593, 4 June 1586, fol. 605v.
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acquittance that he had made out. (Thomasyne had brought her own document of ac
quittance to the court, which, perhaps had additional clauses, but Burman refused to 
sign this.) The records do not indicate that Thomasyne brought an attorney or a repre
sentative to defend her cause in court. She seems to have been able, also in her com
mand of English, and sufficiently respected to act in her own right, and she seemed 
to have been very well aware of the legal procedures involved in her case, including 
bringing her own witnesses and submitting all necessary papers before the hearing. In 
the absence of more thorough research into the immigrants and the Norwich courts, it 
is difficult to assess the frequency of immigrant women appearing in court in compa
rison to their male compatriots or to native Norwich women.66 A snapshot of the two 
years in which Margareth Drew (1576) and Thomasyne Vanderbeck (1586) appeared 
at the Mayor’s Court shows that in 1576 19 other court cases involving Strangers were 
discussed. Three of them also included women (in two instances accused of taking 
part in ‘evil rule’ in the city and being punished or banished from the city; in the third 
instance in a complicated case of suspected bigamy). In 1586, the same number of 
cases involving Strangers, again 19, were treated in the Mayor’s Court, including ano
ther complaint against Godfroy Burman. One of these cases concerned a controversy 
over a rent contract between two alien women. More in depth research into court ca
ses involving Strangers of both sexes might provide more quantitative evidence into 
the agency of women using and negotiating the various courts in the city.67

66 Lesley Silvester has pointed out that ‘the number of Strangers appearing in the 
[Mayor’s] court was minimal’, but she does not provide evidence for this remark in her 
otherwise thoroughly sourcebased study. See: L. Silvester, Hav dwelt here ever. No alms. 
Veri pore: life experiences of the poor in sixteenth-century Norwich - a longitudinal study, 
unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Western Australia 2012, pp. 169–170.

67 With the exception of the work of Fiona Williamson few scholars have studied the rich 
judicial sources available for Norwich from a gender perspective. See F. Williamson, 

‘Parish Politics, Urban Spaces and Women’s Voices in SeventeenthCentury Norwich’, 
in: B. Kane & F. Williamson (eds.), Women, Agency and the Law, 1300–1700, London 
2014, pp. 125–140.
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Conclusion

A number of conclusions can be drawn from the present case study. Firstly, while 
household units might have been in the majority among those who left their homes in 
the early modern Low Countries ‘for conscience sake’, there were significant numbers 
of women travelling alone or as sisters rather than as spouses. Overall figures taken 
from the Norwich material point towards a majority of women, including maids, being 
present in the exile communities. This might not be an exception, and migrant figures 
for immigrant societies elsewhere in Europe deserve further scrutiny. It would fit, in 
any case, into the figures for early modern Dutch towns, which were characterised by a 
surplus of women.68 Secondly, immigrant women coming to Norwich faced indeed the 

‘double disadvantage’ diagnosed as a signature of female immigrants in contemporary 
migration studies. They were confronted with rules and regulations set down both 
by their own patriarchal and maledominated institutions and by the host society’s 
demands which centred around the strict avoidance of economic competition visà
vis their own native population. Typical lowpaid, female occupations in the textile 
business, a sector also characteristic for women’s work in the Low Countries, were 
met with close scrutiny in the host society. Restrictions against retailing activities 
were particularly disadvantageous for immigrant women. While native women in 
Norwich (as elsewhere in early modern England and the Low Countries) could and did 
find work in this less regulated sector, immigrant women were only occasionally and 
temporarily accepted in these trades when continuing the business of their deceased 
husbands. There were, however, loopholes in the restrictions against single women’s 
occupations, and, as the case of Joan Bygodt, demonstrates, opportunities were more 
readily available for women with good family networks in the city and elsewhere. The 
numbers of taxable women who were not recorded as widows in the alien tax returns 
give testimony to these activities, even if most single women (and most widows) were 
taxed at the minimum. The twotiered regulations for aliens in the English provinces, 
through their own institutions and through the city authorities’ rules, offered both 
more threats (for instance, expulsion from the city), but also more opportunities for 
immigrant women. It could be seen that (some) women managed successfully to 
navigate these opportunities, for instance in bringing their complaints to both courts. 
Transnational networks, which are a signature of many immigrant women’s lives, 
might have had an impact on how they viewed their opportunities. As Bart Lambert 

68 Schmidt and van der Heijden, ‘Women Alone’.
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has suggested in his study of fifteenthcentury female immigrants in England, a stay 
abroad might have been only part of the lifecycle of immigrant women registered 
here.69 We still know too little about the mobility of, for instance, the maidservants 
registered in the Norwich lists. There is incidental evidence of mobile, often single 
women moving from one exile destination to another.70 Likewise, migration to the 
Low Countries’ rising textile centres such as in Leiden has not yet been sufficiently 
examined as a career strategy for migrating women. Much work in the gendered 
aspects of early modern migration still needs to be done.

Raingard Esser holds the Chair of Early Modern History at the University of 

Groningen. She is a specialist in early modern migration, border studies and 
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together with colleagues from the Universities of Groningen and Oldenburg.

69 Lambert, ‘Double Disadvantage or Golden Age?’. 
70 Esser, ‘(K)ein sicherer Hafen’.
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