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This article stems from a serendipitous encounter in 2004 with a homonym’s book: 

Mrs Roger’s A Winter in Algeria, 1863-1864 (1865). I stumbled upon this book 

before the massive effort to digitise nineteenth-century sources in an era when one 

spent a little less time behind the computer screen and more time in libraries and 

archives. I was working on an article about a French woman, Madame Luce, who had 

opened the first school for Muslim girls in Algiers in 1845, and I had presented a draft 

of my argument in a seminar at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. I had focused 

my research up until then on the French colonial archives in Aix-en-Provence, and 

was struggling to position my case study within a broader interpretation about how 

gender influenced the civilising mission in Algeria. My audience had asked me how 

gender politics changed during the 1860s. I had to confess I had little idea because the 

history of early colonial Algeria had not attracted the attention of women’s and 

gender historians. After the seminar, Mrs Rogers’s travel narrative had called to me 

from the library stacks in Madison and the stories she told about her visit to Algeria in 

1863-64 set in motion not only this article but also a far more ambitious biographical 

project that I have recently completed.    

 A Winter in Algeria contained an entire chapter about Madame Luce and her 

school for Muslim girls and revealed the existence of a British feminist community in 

Algiers that I had no idea existed. More interestingly, Mrs. Rogers revealed the source 

for her knowledge of this woman and her school, and so I learned how the British 

feminists constructed a story about this French schoolteacher, which differed in 

remarkable ways from what I had learned from the colonial archives. The latter 

presented Madame Luce as an enterprising and greedy adventuress, while the British 

sources portrayed her in heroic terms, combating the twin forces of French colonial 

and Arab misogyny. This contrast is what sparked my decision to write ‘Telling 

Stories about the Colonies’ especially once I discovered the number of British travel 

narratives that discussed Madame Luce and her ‘civilising mission’ and found as well 

(thanks to Girton College’s on-line catalogue)  the existence of correspondence about 

her initiative.  

This article pushed my scholarly interests into two new directions as I 

explored for the first time British sources. To begin with I engaged with the 

scholarship on gender and travel, which was becoming more historically oriented in 

these years. With a colleague François Thébaud, I followed up this interest by editing 

an issue of Clio: Histoire, Femmes et Sociétés on women travelers (‘Voyageuses’, 



 

2008). We were particularly interest in publishing articles that moved beyond the use 

of travel narratives and explored women’s social practices of travel. Secondly, the 

research involved in writing ‘Telling Stories about the Colonies’ moved me toward 

the field of biography and encouraged me to pursue my study of Madame Luce as a 

full-length monograph (which will be published by Stanford in January 2013: A 

Frenchwoman’s Imperial Story: Madame Luce in Nineteenth-Century Algeria). Until 

then I had never been very interested in biography and had no interest at all in ‘Great 

men’. Of course, I had read Jo Burr Margadant’s collection The New Biography 

(2000), and was intrigued by the feminist life stories I discovered. Still, Madame Luce 

wasn’t an obvious candidate for a biography having left so little writing of her own. 

Thinking about the ways other people framed her life and her activities offered a way 

to bring to life a rather remarkable story, but also to think more seriously about 

sources, archives and the writing of history and the ways women have or have not 

been included. Although it’s hard to tell where I will go on from here, it’s clear that 

this article clarified for me the importance of moving beyond national narratives, and 

has encouraged my desire to think about French women’s history within a 

transnational perspective. It also clarified my desire to write ‘readable’ history that 

tells stories like those I encountered while researching for this article. 
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