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Detail of  a bill of  lading 
completed on 21 May 1838 
by Delaroche et Delessert, 
correspondents of  de 
Rothschild Frères in Le 
Havre. Archives Nationales 
du Monde du Travail, 
Roubaix, 132 aq 1p 124.

The Rothschild archives at Roubaix:  
new work 
Claire-Amandine Soulié reports on some developments and discoveries  
among the archives of  de Rothschild Frères

As reported in an earlier issue of  this Review, a great deal of  work has been carried out in 
recent years on the Rothschild archives held on deposit in the Archives Nationales du Monde 
du Travail (ANMT) in Roubaix, Northern France.¹ The archives consist of  business papers 
of  de Rothschild Frères, the company which James de Rothschild had registered with the 
Tribunal de Commerce of  Paris in 1815. They are owned by The Rothschild Archive Trust in 
London (RAL), kept in the ANMT and available to researchers upon authorisation from RAL. 
These documents were first reviewed by the eminent economic historian Bertrand Gille, who 
classified the collection in 1950. He established a thematic catalogue, taking into account, on 
the one hand, major areas of  business such as ‘Railways’, ‘Oil’, or ‘Mining’, and, on the other 
hand, the work of  discrete departments such as the correspondence department, the legal 
department, or the survey department. The correspondence represents a significant quantity of  
materials, much of  which has never been consulted. Regular correspondents (correspondents 
who have exchanged more than three letters with de Rothschild Frères) have a file to their 
name, and these records were arranged in alpha-chronological order as part of  the ‘Série P’, 
the regular correspondents’ files.² In recent years, the archivists at the Archives Nationales du 
Monde du Travail have worked extensively on these files to compile an integrated catalogue of  
this correspondence, which is available on the ANMT’s website.³ The revised catalogue was 
compiled under the direction of  Françoise Bosman, conservateur général and directrice, and 
reflects the classification of  an additional 101 linear meters of  correspondence, adding 98 pages 
to the existing catalogue.⁴ These documents mostly cover the period from 1820 to 1869, but 
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also encompass a number of  letters from the period before 1900. A final set of  correspondence 
between the Bank and its clients, representing 85 linear meters and covering the period 1870 to 
1945, is currently being classified and will eventually be reincorporated into the main catalogue. 
The sub-files, arranged alphabetically by name of  correspondent, are also labelled with the 
place from where they were sent, and the start and end date of  their correspondence. The 
correspondence received from people who sent less than five letters, is currently, alphabetically 
arranged in ‘correspondants irréguliers’ files.
 Among the important information contained within the new catalogue, the papers fully 
reveal the breadth of  the Paris bank’s relationship with individuals and organisations around 
the world and the extent to which, by the 1850s, it had already become a global business. The 
correspondence, in fact, is a unique and compelling corpus of  documents, which contains a 
wealth of  detailed information on the trading activities of  the Rothschild partnership. Among 
other benefits it presents, it offers invaluable insight into the way in which the Rothschilds 
dealt with their agents and how these agents interacted with each other within this tightly knit 
network of  merchants based in France, Europe, and all around the world. The discovery of  
correspondents’ files from India, Japan, China, and the Americas, all documenting important 
business transactions, clearly reinforces this idea that nineteenth century business was truly global.
 The global position of  the Rothschild partnership itself  was achieved thanks to an ever 
tighter network of  correspondents and agents based in major market places and port cities. 
Reporting on the situation of  the place in which they found themselves, receiving shipments 
of  commodities, organising trade and accepting payments, these agents played a crucial role 
within the all-important Rothschild networks. One such place of  strategic importance was Le 
Hâvre, the great Atlantic port where shipments of  many commodities were received from the 
New World, including metals, quicksilver, cotton and tobacco, and also food products such as 
rice and wheat.
 As with other correspondents throughout France, the tone and volume of  the correspond-
ence changed over time and tends to show that the relationship between the Rothschild Bank 
and Le Hâvre merchants was initially sporadic, and driven by any new piece of  business that 
arose rather than forming a response to a clear business strategy. Initially, merchants based in 
Le Hâvre would send reports, often unsolicited, to inform the Paris office of  business oppor-
tunities in the area, or carry out transactions on their behalf  when instructed to do so on an ad 
hoc basis. 
 In the 1830s, however, owing to the intensification of  the transatlantic trade, the number 
of  correspondents in French ports increased, and with it, the correspondence grew in volume, 
regularity, and consistency. This was the case in Le Hâvre, where the Rothschilds’ two main 
contacts, the Monod House, and the Delaroche and Delessert House, were two well-established 
businesses with intimate local knowledge and a long transatlantic experience. Owing to this 
connection, James’s interests in the port became ever greater, and in 1838, on Delaroche’s 
advice, he even made an investment in the newly formed Banque du Hâvre, thus signalling his 
intention to become further involved in the area.⁵ Le Hâvre was now figuring prominently on 
the ‘Rothschild map’, with James writing to his nephews, soon after he won the contract for 
the construction of  the railway line between Saint Germain and Rouen: ‘This means that later 
on the line from Le Hâvre can be built’.⁶ Both the London and the Roubaix collections reveal 
that it was in 1839 that James first considered appointing a permanent correspondent in the 
port city to deal with the cotton trade which was growing in importance. He wanted to advance 
£150,000 for the purchase of  cotton and planned to ‘send someone to Marseille and Le Hâvre 
allowing [him] a part of  the profit’.⁷ The bank had in fact corresponded since 1835 with the 
well-established Marseille textile merchants Roux de Fraissinet, but their correspondence 
intensified in the late 1830s, a period when they resumed their silk trading activities as well. 
However, James failed to send a permanent agent in Le Hâvre at this point.⁸

Opposite
Letter sent by Delaroche et 
Delessert, merchants and 
Rothschild correspondents 
in Le Havre, to de 
Rothschild Frères in Paris, 
15 March 1838. The letter 
acknowledged receipt of  
coins sent by Etienne 
Trotteux and shipped to 
August Belmont in New 
York. At that time Trotteux 
was a mere employee of  de 
Rothschild Frères in Paris. 
He would later become 
their agent in Le Havre. 
Archives Nationales du 
Monde du Travail, 
Roubaix, 132 aq 1p 124.
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Claire-Amandine Soulié is Researcher at The Rothschild Archive. She is currently working on a detailed 
study of  the role which Rothschild agents and correspondents in le Havre played in Rothschild transatlantic 
business. Her PhD was a comparative study of  French and British approaches to the rise of  the mass press 
during the scramble for Africa (1880 –1914). 

 The 1840s were characterised for the Paris House by the negotiation of  major contracts for 
the provision of  goods to various government departments, such as the Ministère de la Guerre 
and the Ministère de la Marine, and to other state-run organisations such as the Manufacture 
des Tabacs. To honour their obligations, the Rothschilds enrolled the help of  another Le Hâvre 
firm, Cor, Palm, & Co., who had long-established links with merchants in the Southern States 
of  the United States as well as Cuba, where the goods were bought and loaded onto boats. The 
boats then crossed the Atlantic, after sometimes making a halt in another American port to 
fetch goods or passengers, and arrived in Le Hâvre where the goods were duly inspected and 
samples were taken, before they could be unloaded. One such boat was Le Ferrière, James de 
Rothschild’s very own boat, ‘le plus beau des navires de France’ which Cor, Palm & Co. had 
persuaded James to have built in Bordeaux for the explicit purpose of  transatlantic trading.⁹
 The correspondence from Le Hâvre shows that the merchants were in constant contact with 
August Belmont, the Rothschild agent based in New York since 1837; J. Hanau, the Rothschild 
agent in New Orleans, and other merchants with whom the Rothschilds traded across the 
Atlantic. A crucial contact became Benjamin Davidson, who had settled in San Francisco in 
1849 and who was heavily involved in trading in gold.
 It was not until 1847, however, that James decided 
to send a permanent representative to Le Hâvre. 
Étienne Trotteux, an employee of  the Paris bank, was 
despatched to the port city to oversee all areas of  de 
Rothschild Frères’ business in the area. Le Hâvre had 
clearly become a priority market place for the business 
by then as the construction of  the railway line from 
Rouen was completed in 1847, linking two cities of  
strategic importance: Rouen, where the Mint was partly under Rothschild management, and Le 
Hâvre. At first Trotteux thought, and apparently hoped, that his posting was but a temporary 
one. However his efficiency prompted James to ask him to remain permanently as a fully-
fledged agent of  the bank. 
 Trotteux’s daily letters to de Rothschild Frères show that he adopted soon after his arrival 
a very hands-on approach to his work in the port. He supervised the loading and unload-
ing of  boats coming from the Americas and ensured that workers were paid appropriately 
for their work. On occasions, he promised them ‘small rewards’ to encourage them to speed 
up their rate of  production.¹⁰ He liaised with the local merchants and correspondents of  the 
Rothschilds, especially Monod, who had a greater knowledge and more extensive experience of  
the local trade.¹¹
 Among the many goods which Trotteux received was gold, a business which rose in 
importance in the wake of  the Californian gold rush in 1848 and the subsequent acquisition 
of  the Royal Mint Refinery by N M Rothschild & Sons in London in 1852. From Le Hâvre, 
Trotteux arranged the delivery of  the gold to Paris ‘or via Boulogne, whence it was forwarded 
by the firm of  Lebeau, a specialist in bullion transfer from London.’¹² The new train line set 
up in 1847 considerably eased the process of  transfer to Paris since, in previous years, it had 
involved travelling on boat to Rouen first, from where a train to Paris could be taken. 
 Trotteux’s relationship with de Rothschild Frères continued over the next three decades and 
so did the firm’s involvement with transatlantic trading of  commodities. His experience as a 
Rothschild agent in a smaller but thriving market place provides valuable insight into the way in 
which the Rothschilds’ local, national and transnational networks were formed and operated. 
This is key to understanding the process of  globalisation of  exchanges as it existed in the 
nineteenth century, both of  goods and of  expertise, an area worthy of  further research. 
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