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It would be impertinent for any country that has not suffered occupation to pass judgement on one that did.

Anthony Eden
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INTRODUCTION

Every country has its own take on the fortunes and misfortunes of war. National pride wraps itself in a fabrication which inflates victories and minimises defeats. Britain is no exception. After seventy years, the morale-boosting legends attached to a world war fought and won are still as powerful, if not more powerful, than less palatable aspects of Britain’s involvement. One such is the deeply ingrained myth of a nation that, come what may, would never have surrendered. Though Nazi rule embraced continental Europe, it could not have happened here. That it did happen in the Channel Islands, the only part of Britain to be occupied by German forces, has long vexed the myth makers.

Confronted by an overwhelming power, islanders accommodated themselves as best they could to an unwelcome reality. It was no easy ride. Deprivation and suffering there was in plenty, more than enough to match experiences on the mainland. For long periods, the ordinary necessities of life – food, fuel, clothing – were in desperately short supply. More than this, on small islands where there were few secluded spaces the inhabitants had to live for five years under constant surveillance and arbitrary directives, the deadening effects of which should not be underestimated. But the absence of a mass uprising or much in the way of violent resistance offended those, Churchill in particular, who made no concessions to the possibility of defeat.

In the aftermath of the fall of the Third Reich, opinion was divided on the Channel Islands. While the liberation and the fortitude of those who had stayed the course was celebrated, there was in some quarters, notably the intelligence services, a conviction that the islanders had wilfully allowed the Germans to walk all over them. As hitherto unpublished intelligence reports reveal, the lust for retribution, strongest among those who had spent most of the war behind Whitehall desks, encouraged and sustained belief in a traitorous cover-up. This ill-founded view took such hold that even today historians of otherwise impeccable credentials feel obliged to take a swipe at ‘the Quislings’ who held sway in the Channel Islands – a charge repeated in the latest volume of the New Oxford History of England.1 Madeleine Bunting’s full-length study, The Model Occupation,2 also takes a harsh view, highlighting the rare cases of blatant collaboration, notably the rounding up, at German behest, of the tiny, fully assimilated Jewish population.

But this is by no means the whole story. At no time did leading islanders accept German authority other than by enforcement. The islands were surrendered without a fight on orders from London, where, in the wake of domino defeats across Europe, demilitarisation seemed the only practical option. Subsequently, while many mistakes were made, most of them, starting with an ill-conceived and poorly managed evacuation, originated with central government. In contrast to other occupied countries, the Channel Islands were denied the arms and agents deemed essential for a grassroots rebellion, surely a critical factor when it comes to judging the islanders’ wartime behaviour.

Why then are one-sided and condemnatory judgements on the Channel Islands in wartime still common currency? Partly, they reflect a British failure to understand what occupation really means. In recent years, studies of the social and economic responses to arbitrary foreign rule have shown patterns that were remarkably similar across Nazi-dominated Europe. Hating what was happening to them, most people tried as best they could to get on with their lives. Heroes of the resistance were a tiny minority until the near certainty of German defeat gave a fillip to active opposition.

This was certainly true of France, but perhaps a closer comparison is provided by the occupation experiences of Denmark and Norway, small countries which had long since lost any military pretensions. As in the Channel Islands, occupation came as a profound cultural shock to the Nordic people, who found it hard to credit that a neighbouring country should choose to exercise its will by force of arms. But they, along with the rest of mainland Europe, had the advantage, if it could be so called, of living with the early crises caused by Hitler’s territorial ambitions. To that extent, they were aware of Nazi Germany’s capacity for power politics at the point of a gun.

The Channel Islands, on the other hand, were a society apart, isolated by geography from the big events and more concerned with farm and fishing prices than with the struggle for first place in the European pecking order. The islanders were a hardy people used to managing their own affairs within the tight rules of the nonconformist ethic. Crime was rare; violent crime almost unknown. Their last military encounters had been during the Napoleonic wars. To cope with an enemy at first hand was to enter another dimension.

There were brave individuals in the Channel Islands who risked the concentration camp or the firing squad to fight for basic freedoms. But while their stories are inspirational, equal credit must surely go to the politicians and administrators who tried to work the system in ways that held their societies together while making minimum concessions to the enemy. It was a dangerous game with often grave consequences.

When it was all over, accusations of collaboration were firmly discounted by senior ministers in Churchill’s government. But Churchill himself was not so sure. Why? Was it because the wartime experience of the Channel Islands failed to live up to his portrayal of a country ready to face extinction rather than submit? Certainly, Churchill made no allowance for the practicalities of living with the enemy. Is it possible that he saw the islands as an embarrassment, a departure from his chosen norm that was best soon forgotten? What cannot be denied is that his refusal to speak out on behalf of the islanders, together with the malign preoccupation of the intelligence services who saw traitors at every turn of their inept investigations, left a legacy of suspicion and recrimination that is still with us. This book is an attempt to clean the slate.



1

A SHOCK TO THE SYSTEM

Everywhere the flags were flying, but this was no celebration. The improvised banners flapping in a summer breeze were a uniform white and the message they conveyed was the same for every house and farm in Jersey. The Germans were coming and there was absolutely nothing anyone could do about it.

The date was 1 July 1940. It had happened so quickly. Two months earlier Hitler’s army had been poised but was yet to strike. In London, there was confident talk of defending the Channel Islands if, and this was judged to be highly improbable, a German invasion was threatened. Then, starting in April, events unfolded with dramatic suddenness. First Denmark and Norway were overrun. Belgium and Holland soon went the same way. On 4 June the last British soldier was lifted from the beaches of Dunkirk and two weeks later, on Monday, 17 June, France finally crumbled before the German military machine. The whole of the coastline of north-west Europe, from north of Norway to the Spanish frontier, was now in German hands.

The shock to the people of Jersey and Guernsey and of their smaller neighbours, Alderney and Sark, was profound. Living as they did closer to France than to England (Jersey is just fifteen miles off the French coast and Alderney even closer), many islanders were more familiar with St Malo, Granville and Cherbourg than Plymouth, Southampton and Bournemouth. Though their first loyalty was to the British crown and had been since 1066, even those who did not have friends and relatives across that narrow strip of water shared France’s pain and humiliation. There was fear too. Gunfire could be heard; the smoke from blazing oil depots was clearly visible. How long would it be before the enemy was at the gate?

*

Between the world wars, the Channel Islands were the places to go to get away from it all. Sea, sand and sunshine appealed to British holidaymakers, who enjoyed a touch of joie de vivre without the trouble of passports and currency exchange. The travel guides were characteristically euphoric, promising ‘spectacular coastlines, rugged cliffs, golden beaches, secluded coves and green hills’ with ‘warm, invigorating days from April until October’. As the largest of the islands, with a population of just over 50,000, Jersey’s average daily sunshine was touted as higher than that of any other British resort. Conditions were thus eminently suitable for those ‘of advanced years or of delicate constitution’. But to get there they had to endure a nine-and-a-half hour sea crossing from Southampton or Weymouth, often over choppy water. On one gale-swept occasion, the journey to St Helier, with stopovers in the Solent and at Guernsey took sixty-two hours.

Though Jersey airport was not opened until 1937 (with Guernsey’s following two years later), air services began as early as 1933, with the newly created Jersey Airways using West Park Beach as an airstrip. This ‘beach aerodrome’ was said to be the first to be submerged twice a day and to have its timetable controlled by the tides. In the first year of operation over 20,000 passengers were carried. (Today, the figure is well over 1½ million.) By 1939, there were daily services to Jersey and Guernsey with an inter-island hop from Jersey to Alderney. On the main routes, the journey time was soon little over an hour, an advance in communication which promised a healthy expansion of tourism.

While English was the predominant language, French was still used by government and law, though the patois spoken by the farmers (Jérriaise in Jersey, Guernesais in Guernsey and Sercquiaise in Sark) was incomprehensible to anyone schooled on the canons of the Académie Française. The image of gentle living, attractive to well-heeled retirees in pursuit of a low tax regime as much as to tourists and long-stay residents, was reinforced by the seasonal appearance of luxury produce on British tables – butter, cream and new potatoes from Jersey, flowers and tomatoes from Guernsey.

But for the citizens of the Channel Islands who had to make a living from the land and sea, the cosy rural idyll was not all that visitors cracked it up to be. Basic services such as electricity and piped water were restricted to the most prosperous homes. On the tiny island of Alderney there were just seven pumps to provide fresh water for around three hundred residents; the only generator was used to power dockside lifting gear. Life was less harsh on Jersey and Guernsey but to eke out a precarious living from the land many farmers took to their fishing boats from May to September, often crossing the Atlantic to share in the catch of Newfoundland cod. Motor vehicles were heavily outnumbered by horse-drawn traffic (even today no cars are permitted on Sark) and it was with no sense of irony that Guernsey adopted the donkey, used for dragging goods up the steep, cobbled streets of St Peter Port, as a national symbol.

Though attached to the British crown, the Channel Islands were almost entirely free from ministrations of the British government. For this unique state of affairs, the islanders had to thank the Duke of Normandy, their protector in 1066 when he made his successful bid to occupy the throne of England. When the Norman Kingdom broke away in 1204, the islands remained crown properties, appropriately known as ‘peculiars’. Jersey and Guernsey had parliaments, known as The States, elected on a property franchise. Each was led by a bailiff who was also the chief magistrate. Alderney had its own government while Sark, though left largely to its own devices, was a dependency of Guernsey. The official channel of communication with London, responsible for diplomacy and defence, was between the Home Office and the relevant lieutenant-governor and commander in chief, both royal appointments, based in Jersey and Guernsey.

With duties that were more ceremonial than political, these officers of state with their grand titles seldom had reason to bother their masters in Whitehall. Their first point of contact was Charles Markbrieter, the assistant secretary at the Home Office responsible for Channel Islands affairs. Little is known of Mr Markbrieter but we can imagine him, a dedicated civil servant at the pinnacle of his modest career, trying to come to terms with the dramatic change of tone in the correspondence that routinely passed across his desk.

The lieutenant-governors wanted to know what action they were supposed to take to meet the possibility of a German attack, a reasonable inquiry which went unanswered until the pecking order between the Home Office and the War Office, both acutely conscious of status, had been clarified. In true bureaucratic tradition, this took some time, and it was several weeks before the two departments of state agreed that the War Office could talk directly with the lieutenant-governors without first seeking Home Office approval.

Not that this did much immediate good for the Channel Islands. In September 1939, a military shopping list including two coastal defence guns, four anti-aircraft guns and twelve Bren guns, ended up in a War Office pending tray, where it remained until the weapons were no longer needed. Meanwhile, on their own initiative, the lieutenant-governors did what they could to bolster the islands’ defences by summoning able-bodied men to their local militias. Many of those who were eager to sign up subsequently volunteered for the British armed forces, while others were netted by conscription. This left the Royal Guernsey Militia and Jersey’s Insular Defence Corps at a state of readiness equivalent to a Dad’s Army with ancient weapons and a near absence of experienced officers. A Jerseyman on guard duty on the promenade at West Park found himself sharing a rifle with two comrades. They had five rounds of ammunition between them. ‘It was a strange thought,’ he recalled, ‘that the Germans were a few miles away at St Malo, Granville, Carteret, that their Luftwaffe could have blown our island out of existence in a few minutes.’1

A few British troops did little to inspire confidence. Much against his will E.V. Clayton found himself posted to Alderney, the 2,000-acre island only ten miles from the French coast. He was billeted in Fort Albert, one of a series of fortifications built in the early nineteenth century to repel attacks by Napoleon’s army. Nothing much had changed since then. Rooms were lit by hanging oil lamps, the walls were damp and iron-frame beds with straw mattresses defied sleep. Apart from some new Bren guns, all their weapons were of First World War vintage.2

In the early months of 1940, the question of how the Channel Islands fitted into the broader strategy of defending the entire country was still a source of contention and confusion. Since any surrender of territory was bound to damage morale, the vulnerability of the islands had to be taken seriously. But the chiefs of staff were at a loss to know what to recommend. Even in late May, when the fall of France became a real possibility, they seemed none too sure of the precise location of each of the islands or to know anything about their history. A briefing document tabled on 5 June led off with a lengthy account of how they came to be part of Britain, with a summary of their military contribution to long-past Gallic skirmishes. Thus educated, the chiefs of staff tried to read the German mind. The likelihood seemed to be that if the German army succeeded in taking the north coast of France, it would almost certainly make the jump over to the islands. Little could be done to stop this. However, the briefing note suggested, ‘once in occupation … the difficulties of maintenance, though not insuperable, would make his position precarious’. The anticipated action was thus a raid by troop-carrying aircraft and fast motorboats followed by a strategic withdrawal.

This left open various counter-moves including a demilitarisation of the islands, the least favoured option while the French were still fighting: ‘We might be accused of exposing the French Northern flank to a further scale of attack from bases in the islands’. The compromise, since ‘measures to ensure the security of the islands against all possible scales of attack would not be justified’, was to bolster existing defences, in themselves barely adequate for token resistance, with two infantry battalions, one stationed in Jersey, the other in Guernsey.3

The other major recommendation was ‘the evacuation of all women and children on a voluntary and free basis’. The prospect of a total evacuation was discounted for three reasons – inability to provide air cover to a large number of ships, the difficulty of coping with reluctant evacuees and, thirdly, startling in the brutality of the language, ‘we have already too many useless mouths in the United Kingdom’.4 It was clear that the chiefs of staff were not likely to be swayed by sentiment.

The report was considered and approved by the War Cabinet on 12 June, with Neville Chamberlain, as Lord President of the Council, presiding.5 The battalions were put on standby. But no sooner was the decision taken than it was challenged. Later the same day, when the War Cabinet reconvened, Churchill, who had become Prime Minister on 10 May, was in the chair but made no comment when Anthony Eden, Secretary of State for War, asked that the matter of sending two battalions to the Channel Islands be reconsidered. With the now near certainty that the French coast would soon be in enemy hands, the idea that the so far unbeatable Werhmacht could be deterred by a couple of hundred ill-equipped Tommies was clearly absurd. In any case, what precisely was being defended? The underwater telephone cable link to France would be of no further use when the Germans were listening on the other end of the line. As for their strategic value, the islands could play no significant role in the defence of Britain, while from the enemy’s point of view they were, at best, a depot for attacks on the mainland. Fortunately, perhaps, neither Jersey nor Guernsey was in the forefront of modern communications. Their harbours were not equipped to receive a naval armada, while the airports were barely able to cope with tourist traffic.

But if the defence of the islands could not be justified, practical politics, let alone humanitarian considerations, ruled against simply abandoning fellow countrymen. More thought was given to declaring the islands a demilitarised zone, a strategy proposed by the chiefs of staff on 13 June and confirmed in a paper for the War Cabinet five days later.6

Meanwhile, the frustration of the lieutenant-governors was palpable. Their only firm instruction from London was to assemble a fleet of small boats to help in the evacuation of British troops from St Malo. This they did with commendable speed and efficiency, with the major contribution coming from Jersey, as the island closest to the action. As troops stationed on the islands began to leave, the absence of any official announcement stretched the nerves of the civil population. Confusion was greatest in Alderney whose chief administrator, Judge Frederick French, had no direct link with London and only sporadic contact with Jersey and Guernsey. Adopting the advice of the senior army officer on the island, he concluded the Sunday church service by assuring the congregation that there was no need for alarm, that everything was under control. The departure of British troops and the arrival of exhausted and demoralised French soldiers and sailors, escapees from Cherbourg, suggested otherwise.

The islanders might have been a little comforted had they known that they were not the only victims of shambolic planning. At this point in the war, when bad news was a daily occurrence, the entire British military and civil command structure was in danger of collapse. General Sir Alan Brooke, soon to be Chief of General Staff, noted in his diary, ‘History is repeating itself in a most astonishing way. The same string-pulling as in the last war, the same differences between statesmen and soldiers, the same faults as regards changing key posts at the opening of hostilities, and now the same tendency to start subsidiary theatres of war, and to contemplate wild projects!’7

Churchill was already prime minister but had still to assert his unassailable authority as war leader. Maybe the Channel Islands should be grateful that he was still feeling his way, for the view from 10 Downing Street was that British territory should be defended to the last man. ‘It was repugnant,’ he argued, ‘to abandon British territory which had been in the possession of the Crown since the Norman Conquest.’ It took an angry session of the War Cabinet and the persuasive powers of the Vice-Chief of Naval Staff to prove to Churchill that to do battle over the islands was to invite a massive loss of ships, planes and civilian lives.8

Churchill gave way, enabling the War Office to reveal its plans for demilitarisation. But it did so half-heartedly. German intentions were still unclear, and any action on the Channel Islands might have been seen as premature. On 19 June orders were sent to the lieutenant-governors to prepare for their own imminent departure and of what was left of their military establishments, but no one thought fit to inform the citizenry or, more to the point, to tell the Germans that the islands were undefended. This omission was later rationalised as a delaying tactic to deter the enemy from moving in before a civilian evacuation had been organised. In reality, the problem was one of communication between the three departments of state – Home, War and Foreign – each claiming an interest in the immediate future of the islands.

Ordered to stay at their posts, the two bailiffs, Victor Carey on Guernsey and Alexander Coutanche on Jersey, were now in sole charge. It must have been an awesome moment for both when they realised the weight of responsibility thrust upon them. Coutanche was best prepared for the ordeal. A politician and lawyer in his prime, he kept his nerve. Carey was a weaker character, used to being a figurehead more than an active leader. Though holding on to his title, he was soon to be supplanted.

The last of the troops based on Guernsey and Jersey left by midday on 20 June, and the lieutenant-governors followed the next day. As they departed, work started on cutting the cable to the French mainland. A press announcement on demilitarisation, prepared by the Home Office, was ready for release on 22 June but held back, probably by the Foreign Office, on instructions from Downing Street. Instead, a message from Buckingham Palace was sent to the bailiffs, assuring them and ‘my people in the islands’ that their best interests were being served by the withdrawal of armed forces. The King had no doubt that the islanders ‘will look forward with the same confidence as I do to the day when the resolute fortitude with which we face our present difficulties will reap the reward of victory’.

This ringing declaration of sympathy and support might have had more impact if it had not been accompanied by a letter from the Home Secretary urging discretion, on grounds of national security, in publicising the sentiments of the head of state. Since neither of the bailiffs had been told that demilitarisation was still a state secret, they had no idea what to make of this. Victor Carey had the letter read out over a loudspeaker from the office of the Guernsey Evening Press, expecting that those within hearing distance would spread the news.

The confusion was compounded by ill-thought-out preparations for evacuation, a repeat of what had already happened on the mainland. The mass exodus of mothers and young children from London and other cities had started immediately after war was declared in September 1939. In all, one and a half million people migrated to the rural areas thought to be safe from air attacks. But when the widely anticipated convoys of German bombers bringing death and destruction on an unprecedented scale failed to materialise, there was an inevitable drift back to familiar surroundings. Another migration began in the spring of 1940 as Germany began its assault on its European neighbours.

Government propaganda made out that all this was handled in good order. The reality was muddle and confusion. In Folkestone, only twenty miles by ferry from Boulogne, the news that the Germans had reached the Channel caused widespread panic. ‘Families literally got up from the breakfast table and went. There was terrible looting.’9

Scenes like this, soon to be repeated on the Channel Islands were, as much as anything, prompted by bureaucratic incompetence. As early as 10 June, Jersey’s lieutenant-governor was reporting to Markbrieter at the Home Office on ‘the beginning of a fuss about the evacuation of children’. This failed to elicit a response while the question of demilitarisation was still under discussion. If there was to be no defence of the islands and thus no casualties, why evacuate? Well, as Coutanche patiently explained to Markbrieter in a telephone conversation on 14 June, the islanders themselves might have views on the matter. But he agreed that a decision should be held off until the War Cabinet had made up its mind on the military priorities.

In Guernsey, Victor Carey allowed his attorney-general, Ambrose Sherwill, to take the initiative. But though a more assertive character, used to speaking his mind, Sherwill had no better luck than Coutanche in forcing a decision. That had to wait until 18 June, when Edgar Dorey, holding the ancient office of Jurat in Guernsey, had returned from a meeting in London with Home Office officials. The Home Secretary had accepted that in addition to men of military age some 30,000 women and children should be offered the chance to leave for the mainland.

While the naval authorities at Portsmouth were casting about for spare shipping, prospective evacuees from Jersey and Guernsey were urged to register with their parish constable. It was the moment of truth. Up to now, some assurance had been gained from official ‘business as usual’ pronouncements, including encouragement for hotels to continue taking holiday bookings. No longer. The idea that tourists would soon be arriving in large numbers was clearly ludicrous.

For islanders, the decision to go or stay was made more difficult by instructions that were anything but precise. Additions to the original categories qualifying for evacuation were made almost by the hour so that before long just about everyone believed they had a claim to a place on one of the rescue ships. Appeals for calm were met with cynicism, though a brave display of patriotism was staged in Jersey’s Royal Square where a large crowd, having heard Coutanche declare that he and his family had no intention of leaving, joined him in a rousing chorus of the National Anthem. About half of Jersey’s population gathered at the Town Hall to register for evacuation. The administration collapsed under the strain with the result that when, on 20 June, the first transports of women and children were waved off from St Helier, nobody seemed to bother if evacuees were registered or not. Arthur Kent recorded his first-hand impressions in his diary:


What overwhelming, heart-aching scenes there were in those next few hours! The boats were due early next morning. Imagine it if you can! Twelve hours in which to decide whether you would leave behind the home and work of a lifetime and, with just a few articles of clothing, join the melee in England or stick to your native soil to face the problems and uncertainties of the future as stoically as possible. I will never forget that day, its confusion, its tears. Everyone was waiting for the local newspaper for official information about the evacuation. When it came out there were big ‘Women and Children First’ headlines, and the confusion became chaos! Relatives hastened to confer with each other – on all sides friends and strangers were asking ‘What are you going to do?’ The Post Office was swamped with telegrams to relatives and friends on the mainland, requesting permission to be ‘put up’ for a while. Most deeply one felt for parents with tiny children, for those who had invalid or aged fathers and mothers, grandparents and for those sick in the hospitals who could not go away.10



A few days after she and her family had moved in with relations in Hove, Sussex, Mrs Harman wrote to her father who had stayed in Jersey.


I am still completely at sea as to whether we really should have stayed. Everything was such a frightful nightmare those two days. I wish to God there had been more time to think before we came away … Audley spent two hours at the Town Hall in the evening trying to register, and then from 4 a.m. to 11 the next morning and after all that we might just as well not have registered at all as nothing whatever was asked for. Just imagine that ghastly, panicky crowd on the quay and me with Rosemary in her Karricot, and as much of our belongings as we had managed to get into two small cases and a rucksack. I’d never even contemplated such a quandary in all my life.11



The panic was greater in Guernsey, where officials gave contradictory advice while urging restraint. In St Peter Port, the town crier walked the streets spreading the word as far as his voice would carry, but there was little in the newspapers to enlighten the public. Guernsey Attorney-General, Ambrose Sherwill, who was soon to play a leading role in the Occupation, recalled:


Official notices were misread, words of advice completely misinterpreted and the most grotesque rumours passed for truth. There was a run on the banks, one evacuating publican gave away his entire stock of liquor. One official, at his own expense, had posters with ‘Keep Your Heads. Don’t be Yellow’ printed in black on a yellow ground put up all over the town. He then suddenly remembered that he ought to go and did so, without telling anyone in his department.12



A vociferous doctor was of the opinion that mass starvation could only be averted by total evacuation. His colleague disagreed and persuaded him otherwise, but not before his views had become widely known. Essential services were put at risk. Reg Blanchford, who was in charge of ambulances, was told by a senior officer to ‘burn all records, cripple the ambulances and look after ourselves’. He refused: ‘It was our duty to stay.’13

In the rush for places on the boats, the youngest took priority, if not always with the happiest results. Dr Alistair Rose recalled ‘wretched little school children standing for hours in queues on St Julian’s Avenue waiting to be evacuated, and in some cases they had to make their way home at night perhaps five or six miles away’.14

Three-year-old Jill Harris was parted from her family on the quayside. The circumstances were bizarre.


Armed with our boarding passes and one small suitcase each, Aunt Ethel came to fetch us all in her car and we duly arrived on the quay. Unfortunately so had hundreds more with no means of getting away. During a long, hot day my Aunt and my mother’s imagination got somewhat overheated. ‘You should come with us Ethel,’ my mother urged her sister. Ethel thought perhaps she ought to, which would have come as a severe shock to Uncle Tom, at home and patiently waiting for his wife to get his lunch! ‘You will never get on the boat without a child in your arms!’ my mother announced dramatically. Ethel was inclined to agree and I was duly handed over.

At that moment the Stork, which until very recently had been used for transporting cattle, manoeuvred to the quayside, the gang planks were let down and the rush was on. Swept away in the tide of humanity, Aunt Ethel fetched up against the customs office wall still clutching me. When she had recovered her dignity and her hat she was startled to hear a boat’s siren and looking round saw to her horror that the Stork was already in the harbour mouth and heading for England.15



The war years were not at all bad for the infant Jill. Cared for by her aunt and uncle, she was centre of their lives. But ‘my war started when my real family came back in 1946. A family I did not know.’

A young Malcolm Woodland, who was thrilled to be leaving the island, was one of those set for a disappointment, but not for any shortage of berths.


My mum had had a letter about what we had to take, so a small case was packed, and we had to go to school in the morning. We were going to go on a boat to England, and we would be billeted; and my parents would join us later. So we went off to school … carrying sandwiches for the journey! We were supposed to leave about 10 o’clock in the morning but nothing happened, so come midday we started to eat our lunch. We were told that we should not eat it all as we might need some for the journey. Any rate about 3 o’clock all the lunches had been eaten! I think they tried gas mask drill, we had assemblies in the playground, and about 4 o’clock we were told the boats weren’t in fact coming until much later. So I went home, went to bed, and the next morning when I woke up, it was sunshine, a lovely day, ‘right, we’re off back to school again, where’s this boat?’

‘Well,’ Mum said, ‘sorry, you’re not going.’

‘What!’

I was furious, I’d got my case packed, I was all labelled ready to go with my friends! And she said, ‘No, they phoned at 4 o’clock in the morning and I went to look for you and you were sound asleep and I didn’t have the heart to disturb you.’

I didn’t talk to her for the whole morning.16



No wonder some boats sailed without a full complement. According to Dr Rose, the Princess Astrid, with space for several thousand refugees, returned to the mainland with less than two hundred on board.

With so many leaving in such a hurry, parts of the islands began to look like ghost settlements. In the rush to get away, houses were left open with food on the dining tables waiting to be cleared away, domestic animals ran wild and cars were abandoned on the dockside with keys in the ignition. Nobody knew how long they would be away. One Guernsey family, optimists to the last, left a saucer of milk and some food in a side passage for their cat. In the event, it was five years before they returned.17


Some houses were left open, beds unmade and the remains of a hurried morning meal on the table. Other houses were so securely locked that men authorised soon afterwards to collect perishable food from abandoned houses had difficulty in entering. A tobacconist gave away his entire stock before closing his premises and a publican before leaving invited his neighbours to go into his bar and help themselves to the liquor there. Panic is bad enough when the panickers are otherwise sober, but panic inflamed by drunkenness degenerates into sheer madness.18



The chaos was at its worst in Alderney, where smoke from the fires on the Cherbourg docks drifted over the island. Through binoculars, the Wehrmacht could be seen moving down the Cotentin peninsula towards Cap de la Hague. Immediate authority was vested in Judge French though, technically, he was subject to orders from Guernsey. With, at best, sporadic contact between the islands, the way was open to misunderstandings. On 21 June a letter from French arrived in Guernsey, addressed to the lieutenant-governor. Since that officer had departed the island and the Bailiff had gone home, the letter was handed to Attorney-General Ambrose Sherwill. Told that it contained an urgent request for supplies, he naturally took it as his duty to be next in line as correspondent and opened the letter. It was short and to the point: Alderney needed a quantity of yeast.

Not bothering to question this eccentric request, Sherwill made sure that a package of yeast was delivered to the waiting boatman and returned to more pressing responsibilities. The next he heard from Alderney was a broadside from French accusing him of tampering with his mail without authority and of deserting Alderney in its hour of peril. Sherwill was stung into action, but in the time he was calling for ships to be sent to Alderney, French appealed directly to the Admiralty for a rescue operation for whoever among the thousand or so citizens wanted to leave. That turned out to be just about everybody.

On the morning of 23 June, six ships were lined up offshore ready for boarding. By midday, all but twenty of the islanders had embarked. Later, many of the evacuees said that they had been ordered to abandon their homes. This was not strictly true, but it can well be imagined that in the general confusion, under pressure to decide quickly whether to stay or go, islanders had felt they were no longer their own masters.

With Alderney all but deserted, Guernsey farmers realised that high-grade cows and pigs had been left to fend for themselves. A flotilla of small crafts set off on a recovery mission.


Alf Martel was one of the men who went to Alderney. He was a big man, tall, very strong, daring, and completely fearless. His dark skin was usually unshaven, he had a loud gruff voice and a louder laugh. When the party of men left Alderney for home Alf decided to stay on alone. ‘I’ll be King of Alderney.’ His brothers in Guernsey were anxious when they heard the story, so they boarded one of the boats and went to look for him. They found him lying fully dressed on a luxurious bed in one of the hotels and surrounded by bottles of whisky. It was with difficulty that they persuaded him to come home!19
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AWAY FROM HOME

Meanwhile, the migration from Jersey and Guernsey was continuing apace with more than its fair share of human drama. Betty Harvey was one of the small children who made the crossing.


On the day of leaving … our animals had been turned loose to fend for themselves – my black labrador, some cats, chickens and rabbits. At the harbour everyone was weeping, wives and husbands were being separated and older children were leaving without their parents. We crossed the Channel in a cargo boat, and there were cattle in the hold. The crossing was very rough and many people were seasick. I think there must have been about a dozen of us crammed into a small crewman’s cabin. My mother was six months pregnant and I can remember a nurse popping in to check her several times during the crossing.… We arrived at Weymouth and were met by my mother’s youngest brother George. At Weymouth my mother was approached by a radio reporter who referred to us as ‘refugees’ which my mother did not like at all. ‘We are not refugees, we are evacuees, and we shall be going back as soon as we can.’ Sadly this did not happen; my mother died when I was 13 and it was to be 60 years before I was able to make the trip back.1



The risk from German submarines was real. There were only around sixty enemy U-boats operating in or close to British coastal waters, but since the outbreak of war they had already disposed of 800,000 tons of merchant shipping. There were other dangers closer to home, which, for Polly Burford, had tragic consequences.


Sylvia, seven years older than myself, had been rather ill after a tonsillectomy. She was really too ill to travel and it should never have been allowed but sail she did and with her school; my mother had not been allowed to be with her. She kept calling for her parents and wondering why they didn’t come. She was prone to stomach upsets and the boats had no stabilisers on them like they do today. During her sea sickness, and of course the aftermath of the operation, she haemorrhaged and became dangerously ill. She died in hospital in Weymouth two days after landing.2



Prevarication reigned until the last evacuee ship had sailed – and beyond. One man, having insisted that his wife should seek safety in England, was so miserable after she left that he departed on the next boat. Meanwhile, after a couple of days in England, the wife thought, ‘What am I doing here? I’m going back to my home.’ She managed to get on the last boat to Guernsey. ‘When the Germans landed the following day she was on the island and her husband was in England.’3

Some of those who at first opted for evacuation were persuaded by patriotic neighbours to change their minds. Accusations of cowardice were hard to ignore unless there were children or other vulnerable family members involved. Material considerations also played a part. Recently married, Zilma Roussel had built a new house in the north of Guernsey, ‘One that was modern for those days. I had a baby son just three weeks old. My parents had decided to stay. My two brothers had also decided to stay. My wife’s parents who were farmers and had one of the best herds of Guernsey cattle in the island naturally decided to stay.’4

Maurice Hill, who was seventeen when war broke out, had no doubts when he registered for evacuation from Jersey along with his mother, sister and grandmother. But then, faced with the prospect of being ferried across in a coal boat and fearing for the health of an elderly relative, ‘we decided to go back because they said that there’d probably be bigger boats coming over at the weekend. But no more boats came … my mother had had her dog put down, I’d sold my bike, well given my bike away actually, and then of course we had to start all over again. Fortunately, our flat hadn’t been taken over by anybody, so it was just a matter of sitting back and waiting for the Germans to arrive.’5

A letter from a twenty-one-year-old woman with a seriously ill mother in Jersey, published in a British newspaper, brought home to readers on the mainland the agonies of decision created by the evacuation.


After we had finally decided not to cross, mother slept properly for the first time in three weeks. She certainly would not have survived the journey.

Conditions were appalling – women and children – some separated – were packed in the holds and on the decks of trawlers, potato-boats and even a coal boat. Several boats were only 30 ft long and expected to be at sea 55 hours and even those that went to Weymouth took over 24 hours, as we know from telephone calls by people who travelled.

Women with day-old babies and women who were expecting within 24 hours travelled in these conditions … There was no food or drink, except ship’s biscuit and water.… Those of us who remain live in a world of suspense.6



Among the hardest hit were the women who had been left alone to look after young families after husbands and brothers had signed up. To stay or to leave was a decision they had to take for themselves. Josephine Ginns lived with her mother and baby sister in her grandparents’ house on Jersey’s Belvedere Hill. Her father was one of the lucky ones who escaped from Dunkirk, but in June 1940 he was with his unit somewhere in England, out of contact if not out of mind. A family debate tipped the scale in favour of leaving the island. So it was that Josephine, her entire family and their next-door neighbours joined the crowd of would-be evacuees on the St Helier dockside where they queued all day in the hot sunshine. In late afternoon, they got away in a cement boat. It took fifteen hours to reach Weymouth. ‘It was all a bit hair raising because there were warnings of German submarines.’

At journey’s end, the Salvation Army was on hand with cups of tea. The arrivals were given a quick medical – taps on the chest to test for tuberculosis – before being issued with luggage labels so that they had something tied to them to show who they were. Then it was off to Exeter where Josephine’s aunt had the surprise of her life when, at ten-thirty at night, her sister and two children, ‘dirty, hungry and dishevelled’, turned up on her doorstop.7

Among those most eager to escape were the temporary workers who had come to the Channel Islands to help get in the potatoes and tomatoes. For Jack and Ada Willmot it was their third harvest in Jersey. The journey from Southampton had been scary enough.


The barrage balloons were all up round the docks when we boarded the ship. We got underway at 12 midnight, it was very dark. They told us to try our lifejackets on. We had our five-year-old son with us, there was nothing for the children, but they said if the worst came to the worst they would do the best they could. Part way over the Channel everything went quiet, the engines had stopped, they told us not to make a sound, as enemy planes were passing overhead. After a while we started up again, reaching Jersey at 8 a.m., glad to be off the sea.



It wasn’t long before they were on the way back, this time in the infamous coal boat, the Suffolk Coast. Ada decided that she and her son would stay on deck throughout the night.


My husband brought us tea to keep us warm. We arrived at Weymouth in the early hours of the morning and had to wait until daybreak for them to let us in. They were very good to us, gave us food and drink, examined us, put a ticket on each of us, and we were refugees. The Salvation Army paid for us to get home to Wisbech, Cambridgeshire, as we had no money.8



The young people who stood their ground were liable to find themselves promoted beyond their years. When, in Jersey, Bob Le Sueur turned up at his insurance office there was only one person there, ‘a nineteen-year-old typist who was due to leave at the end of the month’. She had been left in charge of the keys. Meanwhile, there were customers to serve.


It was pandemonium, there were people asking the daftest things. There was somebody demanding a typewritten receipt that he had paid his last life insurance premium. Whether he thought that he would be able to raise money out of that I don’t know. Nobody was thinking clearly. There was even one man wanting to arrange baggage insurance for going on one of the evacuation boats.



At the end of a hectic day, Le Sueur managed to telephone his branch office in Southampton to report that he was without a manager or, indeed, any senior staff. He was told to stay at his post until he was relieved, an instruction that remained in force nearly five years. ‘So I became acting manager overnight. The first thing I did was to put up my wages.’9

Between 20 and 28 June 1940 up to 25,000 Channel Island evacuees landed at Weymouth. Alderney was all but abandoned, while most of those in Sark opted to stay. For this Ambrose Sherwill gave credit to Sybil Hathaway, the formidable Dame of Sark, who exercised her constitutional rights as a benevolent dictator: ‘We had offered them a ship to bring away those wishing to leave. Our offer was declined. Scarcely anyone left or sought to leave. Such is the effect of leadership.’

The refugees who had nowhere else to go were put onto trains heading north. It was a mystery tour. Most of the passengers were unloaded in Lancashire or Yorkshire, with some travelling on as far as Glasgow – anywhere, in fact, where temporary accommodation was on offer.10 Up to twenty towns and cities, ranging from Barnsley and Bradford to Huddersfield and Halifax, were busily preparing themselves for an influx of strangers. Few of the islanders had any idea where they were; arriving in Manchester, sixteen-year-old Gwenda Smith was convinced she was in Canada.11

The very young were confused by everything they saw. Few had even seen a train before, let alone travelled on one. And there were all those people, crowds of them. It was so easy to get lost. Five-year-old Margaret le Poiderin held on tight to her mother.


I have no idea how long we were travelling but we eventually arrived at Stockport in Cheshire. We were taken along with hundreds of other families to places like the town hall, church rooms and schools. We spent three to four days at the town hall. We slept on mattresses on the floor and meals were dished out from emergency kitchens. After the first few days, we were moved to a school hall. The arrangements were still the same for eating and sleeping but the children had the chance to get outside into the playground. Shortly afterwards we were given somewhere to live. In actual fact, it was mum’s cousin who was able to rent the house as her husband was in the army.… We all moved in together into a house which had an old shop beside it. It was on the corner of two streets. The household consisted of eight children, two mothers and the grandmother and we stayed together right through the war.12



It was easy for families to be separated but much harder for them to be reunited. Antoinette Duperouzell’s mother caught up with her in Burnley but it took longer to trace her two sons who were living in Glasgow and, as it happened, none too keen to move away. Then Antoinette went down with diphtheria and had to be put on a train to Southport where she spent a month in a convalescent home. Finally reunited, the family had to bear the hardest blow.


When we left Guernsey my father made the decision to remain there to run his antique business. During the occupation he died of TB, my mother received a letter from the Red Cross telling her of his death.13



If evacuees were confused, so too were those who were responsible for looking after them. Unloaded at Rochdale, one Guernsey family caused surprise among local people, who had been expecting them to be black. Another more common misapprehension was visited on a group from Jersey.


We arrived in Barnsley in the early hours of the morning, and of course we didn’t know where we were. And on top of that we’d never even heard of Barnsley. And then we walked along these cobbled streets, so uneven. And we went to this Methodist Church and we all slept on the pews because we had no identity cards. So we stayed at this church, and we weren’t allowed out. We were confined to the church. People used to walk up and look at the refugees, and bring up bars of chocolate and things like that. They were very good, the Barnsley people. This chap got on the pulpit, and in broad Yorkshire he asked ‘Do any of you speak English?’ He’d never heard of Jersey.14



Whole schools from Guernsey had to be relocated. The boys of Elizabeth College were taken first to Oldham, where they were put up in an assembly hall owned by the local co-operative society. In the days following some of the children were collected by parents who had managed to leave Guernsey and by relatives, but the majority remained in the care of their teachers. Not knowing whether his parents were alive or dead, fourteen-year-old Michael was desperately unhappy. ‘He sobbed quietly in the refuge of the lavatory and mopped his eyes with toilet paper because he had not brought a handkerchief in the confusion of the flight.’15

It was not long before Elizabeth College was again on the move, this time to a collection of holiday homes, corrugated iron huts, belonging to the Unitarian Church at Great Hucklow, a village west of Sheffield.


The accommodation was fairly primitive. An outhouse which was called a ‘bathroom’ contained only a tin bath, a copper for heating water and a few wash-basins. When bathing was in progress the hot water was poured into the bath and the boys were not allowed more than three minutes in the water before they were rinsed with cold water thrown over them by the next in the queue.16



The girls of the Ladies’ College were more fortunate. They were taken in by Howell’s School in north Wales, where the educational standards were high. The problems were in finding suitable billets in town and providing diversions in the holidays. The youngest children had the hardest time. Margaret Brehaut, aged five, was taken with the Amherst Infants’ School (St Peter Port) to Glasgow. The one toy she was allowed to take was a favourite doll and she lost this on the long train journey. Margaret Stedman remembers her confusion when, separated from an elder sister and a cousin, she was ‘crammed on a boat with lots of other children being sick’. She too went to Glasgow where her strongest memory is of an older girl saying to a group of Guernsey children, ‘The Germans are in Guernsey and they’ve shot dead all your mummies and daddies.’17

Betty Moore was nearly ten when she was billeted with a young couple in Irby near Birkenhead. On her second day in the small house she was given a red ball to celebrate her birthday. ‘By now,’ she remembered, ‘I realised my parents would not be coming, and often I cried myself to sleep. A few months later my brother (aged 20) who was stationed in Wales, came to see me. He was in army uniform and had grown a moustache. I didn’t recognise him.’18

When Betty’s foster mother became pregnant, a new billet had to be found. Betty moved to Heswall where she had a two-mile walk to school. At night she heard the bombs falling on Liverpool. When houses close by were hit, her latest foster parents decided to move and Betty was billeted yet again, this time with a woman and her elderly mother who treated her as an unpaid servant. Her last change of address in the war years took her to a farm at Barnston where, at last, she settled into a happy family.

Other young evacuees were less fortunate. It was not uncommon for foster parents to assume that the young people who landed on their doorstep represented little more than free muscle power. Many of those who today would be in full-time education ended up as farm labourers or domestic skivvies.

Some protection was provided by the Channel Islands Refugee Committee (how the word ‘refugee’ was hated by those who saw themselves as evacuees – they were, after all, part of the same country as those extending a helping hand). The Committee was chaired by Lord Justice du Parcq, a Jerseyman. Back-up came from local committees set up wherever there was a sufficient number of islanders in close proximity. A hardship appeal raised £25,000 along with a collection of second-hand clothing valued at some £20,000. But the CIRC could barely keep up with the requests for help which, at the start, were pouring in at the rate of a thousand letters and personal inquiries a day. Moreover, there was little to be done to help those worried about their property and businesses soon to be in German hands. Appeals for compensation were referred to the Home Office where a standard letter was ready for dispatch.


Sir/Madam,

With reference to your letter of … regarding your property in the CIs, I am directed by the Sec. of State to say that he regrets that the Government cannot undertake any liability in respect of such property and that no machinery exists for registering it.

I am, Sir/Madam,

Your obedient servant,

A. Maxwell



Little of this was known to the British public, but in the House of Lords the charge that the mother country had abandoned the Channel Islands was frequently debated. Leading the debate was Lord Portsea, a Jerseyman who, as Bertram Falle MP, had represented Portsmouth North for sixteen years up to 1934, and has not been given sufficient acknowledgement for his championing of the islanders. By the time he took up cudgels in the House of Lords on behalf of his compatriots, he was already eighty. But age had not stunted his energy. His first concern was the evacuees, particularly those who were short of funds but were unable to draw on their bank accounts.


The reason given them is that the territory from which they came is in the hands of the enemy. What are these poor people to do? It is no fault of theirs. In the case of the poorer people, there is no ‘dole’, there are no guardians, and they must beg from the Public Assistance Committee. The others who have placed their trust in this country, in their own kinsmen, what can they do? They have literally no money, and they cannot get any very great credit.19



Portsea was supported by Cyril Garbett, Bishop of Winchester, a frequent visitor to the islands, which fell within his diocese. It was not only those with bonds and credits in various banks who had problems. ‘The majority of those who have left the islands have no money in any bank … They find themselves suddenly uprooted and here, in what for them is a strange land, penniless.’20

Eventually a promise came from the Lord Chancellor that bank accounts would be unfrozen.

Portsea kept up his attack throughout the war, urging that newsletters should be dropped over the islands to keep those who had stayed informed on how their kin were making out on the mainland, and when conditions in the islands deteriorated sharply, that food should be sent in via the Red Cross to feed unnourished children. Time and again, ministers responded with soft words. Leaflet drops were dangerous because those caught picking them up would be shot; as to the risk of famine ‘my noble friend is quite mistaken in thinking that people are dying as a result of lack of food or that their health is being impaired’.

Portsea, however, was not inclined to be slapped down by the likes of the Earl of Selborne, minister of economic welfare. He also knew more than Selborne could possibly have imagined. Portsea’s successor as MP for Portsmouth North was Sir Roger Keyes, who combined his parliamentary duties with the job of chief of the Combined Operations Executive, the organisation responsible for assessing and, subsequently, dampening Churchill’s ambition to recapture the islands. It is certain that the two men were acquainted. How much Portsea was able to gather from his colleague is speculative. But for an elderly peer without influence in the Churchill administration, he was remarkably well informed. Keyes must be the likeliest source.

One memorable exchange finished with Selborne assuring his noble friend that, ‘I can assure my noble friend that I have very accurate information on these matters.’

Portsea replied: ‘So have I.’21
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UNWELCOME STRANGERS

Whatever the assumptions in London, after the fall of France there was never any doubt at German High Command that the capture of the Channel Islands was the next objective. Though the islands were of limited value as jumping-off points for the anticipated invasion of Britain, taking control of them would be a propaganda coup that would further reinforce the supposed invincibility of the Wehrmacht. But while the order from Berlin was clear enough, those directly responsible for mounting the operation, notably Admiral Karlgeorg Schuster, the senior German naval commander in France, and Vice Admiral Eugen Lindau, were inclined to plan cautiously.

Since there was no official word from London that the islands were undefended, the assumption had to be of a military presence ready to oppose a landing. There was the further risk of the Royal Navy getting involved. If the Führer was aware of the propaganda value of entering British territory, his lieutenants were equally conscious of the potential damage to morale. Surely Churchill would not allow the islands to be taken without putting up a fight? As Schuster and Lindau debated the odds, both were mindful that their reputations and career prospects were at stake. Reconnaissance flights reported activity at the main ports, but whether this signified an evacuation of civilians or the arrival of troops, or both, nobody was prepared to say. There was only one way to find out.

Late in the afternoon of 28 June, Sark, Guernsey and Jersey were visited by six Heinkel bombers. Sprays of machine-gun fire left Sark undamaged. The two main islands were less fortunate. One of those who took part in the raid was Hans Grah, who later recalled:


We took off at 18.35 hours. The flight-path was over Caen to Guernsey and Jersey. We looked at the northern French landscape, small fields, lined with hedges. From above the coast of the Cherbourg peninsula we already saw, lying in the haze, the islands. We flew on, the first raid against England. One aircraft attacked a small departing steamer [which] skilfully avoided the bombs through zig-zag manoeuvres. We then flew over the quays of St Peter Port. Everywhere on the island the glass roofs of the greenhouses were lit up in the sun … On the quay stood a mass of vehicles. Troops? Also a small ship lay there. We approached, the bombs aimed at vehicles, the first bomb, the second and so on, marvellous, none fell wide. Big pieces of debris flew about. Next run, the vehicles were burning fiercely. We descended to a lower altitude, circling the island, no defences! Again, bombs at the vehicles. I suggested that we should land and occupy the island. Lieutenant Knörringer had his doubts. We later found out, that on Guernsey, all the vehicles were loaded with tomatoes, which should have gone over to England, a fine mess that must have been. There were no troops on the island. It’s a pity we did not land. It would have been a complete success.1



Ambrose Sherwill was on the telephone listening to the Home Office reassure him that an attack was most unlikely when the first bombs fell on St Peter Port. He held the instrument towards an open window to remove any doubts in London as to what was happening.

Among those caught up in the raid, the lucky ones took shelter behind a concrete jetty. The less fortunate sought refuge under parked lorries. Most of those who died were trapped by blazing vehicles. Malcolm Woodland and his parents were queuing for a bus when they heard the throb of aircraft engines.


I looked up, and coming up from the south were specks of silver in the sky and they got closer and closer. Dad said, ‘Look, there they are!’ and I could see them! We could see by then that they were fairly large aircraft and they were in a formation. We were just getting on the bus when I said to Dad, ‘Why are they putting ladders down from the aircraft?’2

He looked up and said, ‘Oh my Gawd!’, and he called to my Mum, ‘Quick, get off the bus, we’ve got to go!’



The family, along with many others, took shelter in the bus-station lavatories as the ground trembled with the explosions.


Eventually the ‘All Clear’ sounded and we went out. One of the bombs we heard must have been very close because just across where the Albany is now, just across from the toilets, 20 yards at most, it had blown the tobacco factory there to bits and it was on fire.’3



So much for demilitarisation! There were other lucky escapes. Finding a procession of trucks at the quayside waiting to unload their tomatoes, Frank Herbert and his father decided to drive the short way home for a bite to eat while the backlog cleared.


Never had we made such a life-saving decision as this, because no sooner had we arrived home, than we heard bombing and gun fire.… We pushed the dining room table against the wall and got under it, we did not know how close to our house they would come. It was a bit naïve of us perhaps, to imagine that a mere table would protect us, but we felt much safer under it, than above it and it was the only thing we could think of to do.

Then the telephone rang. Bill Peel, one of dad’s staff, just happened to call from England, at that very moment, to ask if he had left the island too early and should he return to help my father with his business.4



Needless to say, he received a dusty answer.

Of the many tragic consequences of the bombing that gave Hans Grah and his aircrew such a thrill, was their apparent inability to identify an ambulance. Machine-gunned as it was driving away from the piers, it crashed into a tree. A nurse, the driver and all five casualties on board were killed.

An hour later it was Jersey’s turn to be hit. Again it was a line-up of trucks on the quayside that attracted attention. Loads of potatoes went up in smoke while a store and a warehouse were set alight. Dr Guerill Darling was on duty at Jersey General Hospital.


I looked out of the window and saw three Heinkel bombers. As I watched I saw bombs beginning to fall. I left my patient and went through the hospital down to Casualty. And almost as I got there the first victim arrived. He had a great hole blown in the side of his chest and he died within a matter of moments. Fifty per cent of those who were admitted to the hospital and who died were killed by bombs. The other half died from machine gun bullets.5



Forty-four islanders were killed in the raids; the youngest was fourteen, the oldest seventy-one.

The near absence of retaliation – a light machine gun on the Isle of Sark mail steamer blazed away ineffectually – should have told German command all they needed to know. But Schuster and Lindau still feared a trap. And with some reason. That very morning a member of the House of Commons who sought information on the military status of the islands was silenced by the Home Secretary on grounds of security. Not even the civilian evacuation was to be publicised.

That evening, after the raids had taken place, the BBC nine o’clock news reported that the islands had been demilitarised, but there was still no formal announcement that the Germans could rely on. As a final test of British intentions another armed reconnaissance was planned as a preliminary to sending in assault troops. Senior officers of the Luftwaffe now began to fret at what they saw as the use of unnecessary delaying tactics by their naval colleagues. On Sunday 30 June, Captain Liebe-Pieteritz put himself in line for an Iron Cross second class by landing his Dornier at Guernsey airport. Finding the place deserted he flew off, only to return in the evening with transport planes carrying a small contingent of armed troops.

Realising all too uncomfortably that they had been upstaged, the German admirals in Cherbourg now gave orders for naval assault troops to take possession of the island.

When the people of Guernsey read their newspapers on the morning of 1 July, they had their first indication of what life would be like under German occupation. There was to be a curfew, all weapons had to be handed in, there was a ban on the sale of petrol, the airport was closed to all but military traffic and clocks were to be changed to Central European Time

The same day, ultimatums were dropped over Jersey calling upon the islanders to announce their readiness to surrender by putting out white flags and painting white crosses where they could easily be seen from the air. Since the order was in German a translator had to be found, by which time the Luftwaffe had again jumped the gun. Lieutenant Richard Kern landed at the airport to be assured that, while efforts were being made to find out what precisely the Germans wanted the island authorities to do, surrender was a mere formality. In the afternoon Alexander Coutanche with Charles Duret Aubin, his attorney-general, went to the airport to meet the first of the occupying troops led by Captain Obernitz. It was hard for Coutanche to take in what was happening. It was so unreal, more the stuff of a cheap thriller than of the quiet life of Jersey. He recalled later:


When we arrived at the airport in my car, flying my flag, we found about half a dozen German officers waiting for us. They had a civilian with them to act as interpreter. I imagine that he was a German waiter from one of the hotels.

The first thing which the officer in charge said to me was ‘You realise that you are occupied?’

‘Yes.’

He then read a proclamation which the interpreter translated to me. It was a purely military proclamation which dealt with such things as curfew, the control of spirits, the surrender of arms, the surrender of any British troops who might be in the island, restrictions on the sailings of ships and on the use of all forms of motor spirit and, what was perhaps most painful of all, an order that no wirelesses should be used except for the purpose of listening to German stations. He indicated to me that the reading of this proclamation concluded the formalities of occupation.6



John Blampied was outside the town hall when the Jersey flag was lowered to be replaced by the swastika.


A few hours after that we heard the sound of marching and there were the Germans. They congregated at the Cenotaph.… It was scary because we were looking at a modern army, we’d never seen this in our lives.… Even the older people, those who’d fought in the First World War, were a bit confused because our boys, the regiments that had been here, they all had First World War guns.7



The front page of the Jersey Evening Post was hurriedly reset to make readers aware of German demands. The Bailiff’s appeal to ‘keep calm and obey orders’ ran alongside a report of the debate in the States on ‘business of particular urgency and historic importance’. But it was a measure of the confusion, even disbelief that all this was happening, that such momentous news was juxtaposed with the incidentals that would normally have filled out the columns on a quiet day. So it was that a request for islanders to deliver ‘every lethal weapon into the hands of the competent authority’ was immediately followed by ‘Uncle Harry’ telling his young readers the story of the rose. (‘In the days when the gods ruled the earth there was a very pretty lady called Rhodanthe …’), ‘Birthday Greetings’ and an item headed ‘Smiles’ consisting of weak jokes. (‘Two Irishmen were on a tandem riding up a hill. ‘Begorra Pat,’ Mike said ‘that was a stiff climb.’ ‘Sure Mike,’ said Pat. ‘If I hadn’t kept the brake on all the way we should have gone backwards.’8)

What the Germans made of all this beggars imagination. Maybe they were too busy extending their reach over the other Channel Islands. On 2 July Major Albrecht Lanz, designated the first commandant of Guernsey and Jersey, arrived in Guernsey with his interpreter, Major Maass:


Now came a moment that I shall never in my life forget. Easily the proudest of this war. Maj Hessel and I entered the large richly furnished living room of the Bailiff. The old gentleman, in a dark suit, was standing in the background. In a few words the interpreter explained that Maj Hessel had handed over the command to me and that we had come, Maj Hessel to take his leave, and I to meet him in person. With his arms folded, the old gentleman bowed deeply before the representatives of the German Army. The first time in the history of England that a Governor and the direct representative of his Britannic Majesty has ever bowed to the German Army. He thanked us particularly and repeatedly for the correct behaviour of the German troops and promised to make all necessary arrangements for our wishes and regulations to be carried out in the smallest detail. Everything we needed was at our disposal.9



By then the United States ambassador in London, Joseph P. Kennedy, the representative of what was then a neutral country, had been asked by the Foreign Office to convey to Berlin that the islands were defenceless and thus ‘cannot be considered in any way a legitimate target for bombardment’. For home consumption, news of the air attacks suggested that they had taken place after demilitarisation was common knowledge. In this way a small propaganda compensation was gained by portraying the Germans as ruthless killers of innocent civilians. In truth, lives would have been saved if London had come clean on demilitarisation at a much earlier date.

Landing on Alderney, the conquerors found it practically deserted. That left the Isle of Sark, a ‘feudal paradise’ according to its Dame. For sure, Sybil Hathaway was no pushover. Born with a physical disability (one leg was two and a half inches shorter than the other), she had compensated by leading an ‘enterprising, boyish youth’, learning to shoot, swim in tricky tides and to ride a donkey along the cliff tracks. She was not about to be overawed by a party of Germans. When she learned that Sark was to be visited by Major Lanz, she decided to stage-manage the event to her advantage. So it was that while the Major was bouncing over the waves in the old Guernsey lifeboat, the Dame and her American-born husband were rearranging the furniture.


‘Let’s take a leaf out of Mussolini’s book,’ I suggested. ‘We’ll put two chairs behind the desk at the far end of the drawing-room. It is a long room and they’ll have to walk the whole length of it, which will give us a certain advantage,’ adding, ‘Besides, they’ll have to walk up those few stairs from the hall and then turn right before they are announced, and that will also help us to look more impressive.10



After two hours on ‘a rather rough sea which tossed us about violently’, Lanz and Maass landed at ‘the tiniest harbour in the world’. Reporting on his visit, Lanz went on:


There was no sign of life, except that we were awaited by the Seneschal, a kind of steward who is also the chief of police. He conducted us through a long tunnel in the cliffs up the steep road to the Seigneurie, the seat of the ruler. We saw no one except for curious eyes peeping out from behind the curtains.11



The scrunch of military boots on the drive warned of the visitors’ imminent arrival. As the Dame of Sark recalled:


They both wore the drab green uniform of German officers, service dress jacket, breeches, jackboots and forage caps. Both gave the Nazi salute as they entered the room …

Lanz was a tall, alert, quick-spoken officer, with dark hair and dark eyes. In civilian life he had been a Doctor of both Law and Philosophy, and I believe he came from a family of agricultural machinery manufacturers in Stuttgart. Maass was a Naval surgeon who spoke perfect English and had studied tropical diseases for eight years in Liverpool.12



The Dame’s first impressions of Lanz were favourable (‘a fair minded man who would never trick anyone by low cunning’). But she did not take to Maass.


His face was too smooth for my liking and I could well imagine that while in England he had sent back a lot of valuable information to Germany which had nothing to do with tropical diseases.



A large printed poster was produced, half in German and half in English, headed ‘Orders of the Commandant of the German Forces in the Channel Islands’. Among the orders were a curfew from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m.; all forms of guns, rifles, etc., to be handed in at once; all sales of drinks forbidden and licensed premises to be closed; no assembly in the streets of more than five persons; no boats to leave the harbour without an order from the military authority.

Apart from her easy assumption of superiority, the Dame had one other advantage that paid dividends. She spoke good German.


When I had read the notice I turned to Lanz and said in German, ‘Please sit down. I will see that these orders are obeyed.’ Both men seemed astonished that I could speak their language.

Then Lanz gave me a wonderful opportunity by remarking, ‘You do not appear to be in the least afraid.’

Looking as innocent as possible I asked in a surprised voice, ‘Is there any reason why I should be afraid of German officers?’

This question had an immediate effect. They assured me that I was indeed right in my assumption. Their manners suddenly became almost affable and Lanz went so far as to say that if ever I found any difficulties I was to communicate directly with the Commandant of the Channel Islands in Guernsey.13



And so she did.





End of sample
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