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About the Book
 


Throughout history, refugees who journey to underdeveloped countries have often become settlers and pioneers. This story reflects that reality. Through unforeseen circumstances, many of the people featured in these pages were compelled to leave their homelands in search of a better life. Facing numerous challenges along the way, they learned to persevere and ultimately find peace. Chrétien Du Bois, Louis Du Bois, Pierre Billiou, Pierre Laurent, and their families are well known in history. Their experiences in their native lands deserve to be told with all the vividness and excitement that surrounded them at the time.


This is the first book in a series that follows remarkable individuals from the same family line across five hundred years as they migrate from France to Germany, the Netherlands, America, and Australia. The mystery of the “golden thread” and its associated tapestries weaves throughout the narrative, gradually revealing itself as the story unfolds.

Calais, France, is a key location in this story. Kent, England, was home to many generations of my paternal family line – the Mays. This book series explores notable characters and events connected to the French and German branches of my maternal line. It’s fitting that the Channel Tunnel departs from Folkestone in Kent and emerges at Calais - the only permanent link between these two landmasses. Just as this physical passage spans the English Channel, it also symbolises the bridge between my English and French ancestry.
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Channel Tunnel


The detective work involved in tracing family records becomes increasingly difficult as you reach the 17th century, and especially the 16th. French Protestant records were often mutilated or destroyed by government officials trying to block their claims to property or titles, creating serious obstacles for anyone following their lineage. Officials didn't just seize their lands and possessions - they erased or ripped their very names from baptismal and genealogical registers. Chrétien Du Bois, a significant figure in this book, openly identified with the Protestant faith. As a result, authorities attempted to obliterate and to destroy any evidence of his connection to the French nobility. Sometimes they succeeded, and sometimes they didn't[1],[2].


Fortunately, over the centuries, various individuals and institutions have created new and reliable reference documents. As this book series progresses forward through time, the number of preserved records relating to this family line increases, making the detective hunt for information gradually less challenging.

This book is grounded in facts drawn from reliable, documented sources, including church registers and the broader, well-established historical record. It presents a historical narrative of major developments and events, alongside accounts of the known activities of the principal figures in the story.


Inevitably, every family story contains gaps, and this one is no exception. From time to time, I have sought to bridge these gaps by employing what might be described as a “coloured” historical narrative approach. This involves the use of carefully considered fiction based on solid research with interpretations that are likely or probable within the historical and social context of the of the available evidence. In this respect, the method is similar to that used in several other creative disciplines and requires both education and imagination. This blend allows a degree of creative licence that helps shape the final narrative.


Many well-known authors and screenwriters have employed this technique when creating books or films based on true stories. Used judiciously, it can enhance readability, suggest the most plausible sequence of events or circumstances, and give greater depth and context to the known facts. It is my hope that this approach makes the story more engaging and satisfying to read, even where it has required a degree of informed conjecture.


I am both a descendant of the main characters and closely connected to the source material, which has helped to inform the details surrounding various situations described in the narrative. Wherever the “coloured” historical narrative approach has been used, I have endeavoured to make this clear to the reader. Clearly, the thoughts, emotions, and day-to-day actions of individuals living hundreds of years ago cannot be known unless they have been recorded in contemporary sources. Where such sources exist, and in some cases, they do, primary references are provided. These primary sources may be used by readers who wish to undertake further research or verification. Matters of widely accepted historical knowledge, such as major wars or the lives of well-documented public figures, are not usually referenced. As with all historical work, I remain open to correction and would welcome relevant amendments for future editions.



Appendix C includes a family tree of the relevant individuals in this book, offering a handy reference to help track family relationships as you read.


I’m grateful to my family for giving me the time to write this book, and I want to thank my friends and colleagues who contributed information, constructive suggestions, and feedback. A special thank you goes to Yvon Papeghin of the HerlieS’torique Association, Herlies History and Collective Memory Circle, for providing invaluable on-the-ground information about Herlies, Wicres, and the local families.

A vivid description of the enduring nature of the written word can be found in this poetry from Master Wace, taken from his 12th-century chronicles of the Norman dukes:

"All things to nothingness descend,

Grow old and die and meet their end;

Man dies, iron rusts, wood goes decayed,

Towers fall, walls crumble, roses fade. . . .

Nor long shall any name resound

Beyond the grave, unless ‘t be found

In some clerk's book; it is the pen

Gives immortality to men."
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Chapter One

The Bastille


Pierre Billiou awoke as if awakening from a troubled dream. As he stirred, the chains on his legs and arms rattled. The icy stone floor under him sapped the warmth from his body. The stench of damp stone and rusted iron filled his nostrils. He pulled down the thin blanket covering his body and looked around in the dim light of the prison cell. He then lay back down and pondered over the events of the past few days.


Arras in France was hosting a regional cloth merchants and makers trade fair of 1646. Pierre and his next-door neighbour, Louis Du Bois, travelled from their village in Flanders to attend the fair. Flanders was known around the world for its exquisite fabrics and garments.

Pierre had an eye for quality and dressed well. As a cloth merchant with weaving skills, he was known for his shrewd business deals and his negotiation skills. Pierre was also principled and had a slightly softer side; he was careful not to tarnish others in his business dealings and allowed people to express themselves without moral judgment.

Louis was a gifted cloth designer and a canny trader driven by a clear sense of purpose. His impeccable style caught everyone's attention, and people admired him for his signature designs and groundbreaking fabric techniques. Fiercely loyal to family and friends, he partnered with Pierre to form a formidable team that impressed all they met. At the fair, they moved with purpose, negotiating trades, gleaning insights, while laying the groundwork for their expanding enterprise.

The trouble began when Pierre met and befriended a young Olivier Fouquet. Olivier was connected to the French elite and came from a long line of cloth merchants. He greeted Pierre with a firm handshake and a sincere glint in his eye. After some preliminary discussions, Pierre found him to be a thoroughly decent fellow.

During supper one evening, Olivier shared an intriguing development regarding his trading ventures with Pierre. He had started importing real gold thread from Italy, which was exquisitely crafted, of the highest quality, and immensely valuable. Skilled artisans were already weaving this luxurious material into garments and tapestries, each piece destined to dazzle. These creations were quickly gaining favour among the French aristocracy, who valued both the exceptional craftsmanship and the prestige associated with owning such opulent items.


Pierre had always wanted to visit Jean Crespin’s Church in Arras. Jean was a famous author and printer closely involved in the Reformation of the previous century[3]. Pierre felt he could trust Olivier and invited him to this church the following Sunday.


Pierre was abruptly arrested by a troop of soldiers the next day. He was not told why he was apprehended, only that it was by order of His Majesty's government. Pierre arrived in Paris after a miserable day's journey, shackled in the back of a cramped cart. He had visited Paris on a previous occasion with his father, Jean Jacques, and Louis’s father, Chrétien Du Bois. Pierre’s heart sank as he recognised the building they were approaching – the Bastille.
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The Bastille


Chrétien Du Bois, a cloth merchant[4], took pride in supporting his son and next-door neighbour in their business pursuits. His face, marked by character lines from fifty years of diverse experiences, reflected a rich and full life. Though prudent in every aspect, Chrétien’s business was no longer thriving. Towns like Arras had previously been centres of the cloth trade. The heart of the industry had moved north to places like the Dutch Republic, which was experiencing a period of great prosperity known as the Dutch Golden Age. Chrétien feared for his children's future business prospects and their freedom to practice their beliefs.



Pierre initially thought his arrest was for avoiding conscription. Chrétien Du Bois was also a Bailiff and a Lieutenant[5]. He had the authority and responsibility to ensure that the local troops under his command had sufficient soldiers. The King repeatedly ordered Chrétien’s soldiers to fight in various wars. Chrétien saw firsthand how many soldiers went to their deaths. Because of this, he shielded his family and friends from conscription. Pierre worried that someone noticed Chrétien did not recruit a healthy young man such as himself.


Then on the way to the prison, Pierre overheard part of a conversation amongst the soldiers. They said something about Pierre taking Olivier to a prohibited church service. Olivier had then told a close relation and confidant Nicolas Fouquet how much the church service inspired him. Pierre knew that Nicolas Fouquet did not take up the cloth trade like the rest of his family; he became a well-connected, distinguished government bureaucrat. The soldiers’ also said Nicolas was probably very concerned about his cousin getting embroiled in something that might discredit the Fouquet name or jeopardise his position.

Pierre's father had told him stories about the Bastille. One in particular came to mind - that of Bernard Palissy. His life was like a tapestry woven with both brilliance and suffering. In mid-life, he worked for the King of France in an artistic capacity. He created a famous pottery style called - 'Palissy ware'. Bernard also broke new scientific ground in hydrology, hydraulics, geology and the study of fossils. He possessed exceptional abilities and was outspoken about his Protestant beliefs. Despite the protection of the nobles and the court, he was finally condemned to death because of his beliefs. He was imprisoned in the Bastille in 1588. Ten years later, he died of poor treatment in this place.

Pierre thought he could be sharing the same dungeon as Bernard years ago. A jangling of keys in the hallway snapped Pierre back from his lucid thoughts. A guard, perhaps. Or maybe worse. The old hinges of the door creaked. The soft thud of a tray broke the stale silence. Pierre met the man’s eyes for a second, wide and nervous, but there was no recognition, no compassion - just duty, or maybe fear.

Pierre noticed a wooden bench against the wall. He managed to heave himself onto his elbow, the clink of his chains echoing in the silence. Turning his body, he got onto all fours. His bones felt stiff from the cold floor. With effort and holding onto the bench, he pulled himself up and sat down, leaving the chains pooled at his feet.

Leaning back against the rough stone wall, he looked around. The cell was cramped, it did, however, have a high vaulted ceiling. This alluded to a room that had once served a very different purpose - perhaps even something regal. Now, it was anything but. Numerous chains hung from the walls; their intended use was far too distressing to dwell on.
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A prisoner in the dungeon of the Bastille

The guard had placed a tray on a small table near the bench. The tray held a single bowl, most likely watery gruel, steaming faintly in the draught. A crust of bread lay beside it, hardened from age or neglect; he couldn't tell. He assumed this was his meagre rations for the day. Barely enough to satisfy the gnawing hunger in his stomach, let alone help keep him warm. It was early winter, and despite his thick coat, the temperature in his cell was bone-chilling.

Pierre could now hear wails and moans from other prisoners echoing through the walls. In his mind, he saw them hanging from the chains, their spirits breaking one groan at a time. He had only been here a day or two, but already, the dungeon was eating at his soul.

He had overheard the guards talking. He was positive he’d heard his name mentioned - something about remaining here until a more permanent cell became available. He clung to the hope that this might be soon. But as for any idea of when he might be released, Pierre could only dream.

Pierre endured weeks in the dungeon before being hauled before the prison governor. The Governor made it clear that Nicolas Fouquet did not like the detrimental impact that Pierre had made, especially on his cousin. The Governor said he understood Pierre was a well-known and successful merchant. However, he would have to remain incarcerated until he refrained from this behaviour.

Louis Du Bois had travelled to Paris in search of his friend and neighbour. To his horror, he discovered that Pierre was being held prisoner in the Bastille. Further inquiries yielded little information - only that Pierre was detained indefinitely and incommunicado. Louis was deeply disappointed that he hadn’t been there when Pierre was arrested and remained oblivious to the charges against him. He informed Pierre’s family who were heartbroken by the news.

While Pierre was now in a more comfortable cell, he still had not received any word from his friends or family. When he asked if he could write a letter, this was denied. As the weeks dragged on, Pierre found himself with plenty of time for prayer and reflection. His thoughts frequently wandered to Françoise, the woman he loved with all his heart. The pain of their separation weighed heavily on him.

Amid his longing, another contemplation stirred within him: the formidable power of the King and his government in union with the state religion. Pierre questioned whether this alliance truly served the common good or merely concealed oppression. In the silence of his cell, he started to wonder if religion, when wielded as a tool of control, abandoned the very soul it claimed to uphold.

At this point, we pause Pierre’s story to turn our attention to the homelands, historical context, and genealogy of the main characters, thereby deepening our understanding of their situation.


Chapter Two

A Light on the Horizon


The interwoven relationship between Church and State has a long and complicated history in France and across Europe. Throughout the ages, kings have often seen it as their sacred duty to proclaim the will of God and help fulfil His goals on earth.


After the fall of the Roman Empire, Europe entered the Early Middle Ages, a period sometimes referred to as the Dark Ages. It was a period characterized by a decline in culture and science. Clovis I was the warrior King of the Francs who converted to Christianity in 496. He attributed his perceived miraculous victory in battle to counsel from the Bishop of Reims. Clovis I then proceeded to unite various provinces of Gaul under a single Frankish kingdom.
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Baptism of Clovis I


The conversion of Clovis I would pave the way for French rule grounded in the principle originally established by Constantine: un roi, une foi, une loi (one king, one faith, one law). An adage symbolizing the ideal of absolute monarchy, where the king embodies political authority, religious unity, and legislative power.


In France, the subsequent centuries would reveal the complexities and challenges in the relationship between the Church and the State. On one hand, the King was viewed as God's representative on Earth: inviolable and ruling by divine right. On the other hand, the Church, claiming to be the voice of God, consecrated the King, which implicitly placed limits on his authority. Typically, in matters of religion, the Church provided counsel to the King, who generally supported its guidance.
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