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Julie Flavell has produced a lively and engaging picture of London in the era of the American Revolution. Most of her book focuses on the Americans who travelled across 3,000 miles of the Atlantic to partake of what the great metropolis had to offer—some looking for education and refinement, others for the chance to make money and enhance social status, and still others seeking political opportunities. Her cast is richly varied, including the wealthy sons of South Carolinian planters, like the Laurens brothers; their slaves, who occupied a legally uncertain place in British society; the shameless adventurer Stephen Sayre of New York; the earnest Virginians Arthur and William Lee; and, inevitably, the most famous eighteenth‐century American in London, Benjamin Franklin. All of her main characters are treated sympathetically (we are on first name terms quickly), although this is far from a work of hagiography; weaknesses and errors are not ignored.

If colonial visitors are Flavell's primary concern, she is also interested in London itself. Her delight in describing its geography, and linking it to the layout of the modern city, is almost palpable. Her exploration of how America shaped the London of the 1760s and 1770s is particularly interesting. She points to the influence of more transient colonial visitors, notably the mariners sailing aboard transatlantic trading vessels. She also stresses the widespread use of colonial products such as sugar and tobacco and the presence of American plants and trees in the city's gardens and parks. West Indian products and people were of course part of this story, but, as Flavell argues, to eighteenth‐century Britons “America” encompassed the Caribbean islands as well as the mainland colonies.

The book is written in a very accessible style laced with familiar literary parallels drawn from such authors as Jane Austen and Charles Dickens and likely to attract the non‐specialist reader. The use of modern comparisons, and even self‐consciously anachronistic language (as in “the toothless anti‐terrorism laws of Georgian England” [p. 161]), serve the same purpose. But for all of its seeming lightness of touch, Flavell's work is based on thorough research and has some serious and important messages for historians of the revolutionary period. It demonstrates that many Americans, particularly members of the colonial elite, saw London as the cultural, social, and commercial center of their world. Her picture, in other words, exemplifies the relevance of Atlantic perspectives for the history of colonial and revolutionary America.

One might argue that for many Britons, including many Londoners, the Atlantic was rather less important. For them, continuing contacts with continental Europe were in many ways more significant. The American mariners to be found on London's streets were probably outnumbered, especially in times of war, when the Navigation Acts were relaxed, by the more conspicuous Dutch and Scandinavian sailors, who were numerous enough to have their own churches near London's docks. But if Britons looked east and south across the relatively short stretches of water to the neighboring continent at least as much as they looked west to far‐away America, for colonial Americans the Atlantic world played a much more significant role in shaping their lives. While many of the connections that crisscrossed the British Atlantic, through the movement of people, goods, and ideas, involved complex exchanges outside of London's orbit, the city's central place in much of this multifarious mobility is striking.

Flavell's book not only captures London's vital role in the British Atlantic world but also underscores a paradox that has long fascinated historians. At the very time when the political relationship between Britain and its North American colonies was breaking down, the British and the Americans were coming closer together in other respects. Evangelical revivalism united Protestants in Britain and the colonies. Transatlantic commerce was growing in importance, with an increasing range of British consumer goods penetrating American markets. More people were moving across the ocean, British and Irish migrants as well as American visitors. Ideas flowed in both directions, too; American resistance to parliamentary and ministerial authority might have encouraged British reformers, but American resistance was itself bolstered by the activities of London radicals, who were equally concerned about what they saw as the despotic tendencies of British governments. Even as Britain and its rebellious colonies parted, many ties were difficult to break. As Flavell explains, the Declaration of Independence did not stop many Americans remaining in London: those “who openly sided with the rebellion but broke no laws were suffered to live quietly in the imperial capital” (p. 238).
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