
ONCE the quintessence of English-
ness-it has Etonian board members, 

and emerged 125 years ago from the royal 
armaments factory-Arsenal Football 
Club has been coached by Arsène Wenger, 
a Frenchman, since 1996. The north Lon-
don team usually fields more French play-
ers than English ones. The Eurostar trains 
to and from Paris even zoom past the club's 
Emirates Stadium, a corner of Islington 
that is forever France. 

The Frenchification of Arsenal is per-
haps the most famous example of a broad-
er French influx to London. This, too, be-
gan in earnest in the 1990s as the city 
boomed with Britain's economy (though 
there has been a French presence since the 
Huguenot migration of the 17th century). 
Firm numbers are hard to come by; as 
European Union (EU) citizens, the French 
can move to Britain without registering 
with any authority. But their consulate es-
timates that up to 400,000 of London's 
7.6m people are citizens of the republic, 
possibly making the French the largest mi-
nority nationality in the city. 

A similar number of Britons live in 
France, but mainly for a sunny dotage in 
the bucolic south. French Londoners are 
often in their prime. The archetype is a 
banker with children at the Lycée Français 
in South Kensington, the established hub 
of the community ("the 17th arrondisse-
ment"), who misses the food and weather 
of home. The City, a bigger financial centre 

than Paris, is keen on French workers, espe-
cially traders-products of an educational 
system that turns out mathematics whiz-
zes in droves. It is rational interests, rather 
than cultural affinity, that draw this type of 
Frenchman to London: high-paid work, 
lower taxes (especially on wealth), and the 
chance to raise bilingual children. 

But French Londoners have become a 
much more diverse group than this arche-
type allows. They can be found across the 
city, in gilded Marylebone, suburban Chis-
wick and the raucous east end. A new lycée 
will open in Kentish Town (near grungy 
Camden Town) this year. And though 
many come because of the favourable fis-
cal and regulatory climate created by suc-
cessive British governments, some are here 
for reasons beyond ministers' direct con-
trol: the French invasion suggests both the 
ways that politicians can augment a city's 
allure, and how much of it is organic, spon-
taneous, and best left alone. 

Anything goes 
The superior beauty and efficiency of Paris 
often come at the price of dynamism. 
Many young French arrivals in London say 
they are fleeing rigid social codes, hierar-
chical corporate culture and a sense of dis-
tance from the global swirl of people and 
ideas. "It is hard to go back once you have 
tasted the internationalism here," says Jes-
sica Moyal, who works in private equity. 

French twenty-somethings see London 

as a "gateway to globalisation", agrees 
Édouard Braine, the French consul-general, 
who compares the ritual sojourns in the 
city taken by his younger compatriots to 
the globe-trotting gap years favoured by 
their British peers. Not all secure high-fly-
ing jobs: many come to study, or to work as 
au pairs or waiters while perfecting their 
English, or to find a niche in London's huge 
creative industries. Many young French of 
African or Arab origin also say that there is 
less discrimination in Britain. 

As is true of many diasporas these days, 
amenities and technology allow the 
French to continue living a French life if 
they so choose, and not only because Paris 
is little more than two hours away by train. 
French Londoners have their own maga-
zines, cinemas and cultural centres, which 
are all the better-resourced for being pa-
tronised by hordes of British Francophiles. 
French Radio London, which took to the 
airwaves last November, serves up French 
pop and news. There will even be a new 
constituency in the French parliament at 
next year's general election to represent 
citizens living in Britain and northern Eu-
rope (which mostly means London). 

But many of the younger arrivals-the 
ones to be found in grimy nightclubs in 
Dalston rather than the boutiques of 
Sloane Square-come to London precisely 
to live a messier, less French life in the com-
pany of new people. Last year, Ewen Le-
dain, a French postgraduate student, con-
ducted a survey of this neglected genre of 
French Londoner ("Les oubliés de St Pan-
eras") for Le Centre Charles Péguy, a charity 
in Shoreditch that helps young French 
newcomers find jobs and accommoda-
tion. He found that very few cited a lack of 
work in France as their reason for coming. 
By far the most popular motivations were 
to improve their English and to experience 
something new. 



Observers of London's French commu-
nity do not think the downturn has shrunk 
its numbers much. True, some bankers lost 
their jobs in the financial crisis, and the 
City is recruiting less. But France itself is 
hardly booming. Mr Braine says that many 
of the French workers in Dublin who were 
laid off as a result of the Irish economic cri-
sis are trying their luck in London rather 
than heading straight home. London re-
mains attractive to French entrepreneurs, 
too. Mathieu Laine, a 35-year-old Parisian, 
is moving to London to open a new branch 
of his firm Altermind, a business consul-
tancy. Britain's low and falling corporation 
tax rate is part of his motivation; but so is 

the "wind of freedom" he feels whenever 
he visits the city. Crucially, the govern-
ment's new restrictions on immigration do 
not apply to EU citizens. 

Far more likely to pull talented French 
people back home than Britain's economic 
doldrums is the prospect of France becom-
ing more business-friendly. Nicolas Sar-
kozy is chipping away at taxes and regula-
tions, and wants Paris to expand through 
private-sector development. That sort of 
thing is within the gift of politicians. But 
replicating the loose, globalised way of life 
in London-the anything-goes culture that 
draws a certain kind of young French per-
son-will be much harder. • 
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