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Violet Carey, late 1940s.
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Guernsey, from Ward and Lock 1881.







INTRODUCTION



Guernsey is the second largest of the Channel Islands. It forms a triangle of 24 square miles and lies approximately 75 miles from its nearest English seaport, Weymouth. The Channel Islands are neither a part of the United Kingdom nor are they colonies. Their relationship with Britain is derived from their integration into the Duchy of Normandy in the mid-tenth century; they became linked to England when William the Conqueror came to the throne in 1066. Although England lost Normandy in the 13th century, the Channel Islands have remained loyal to the Crown to the present day. However, they have never been incorporated into the Kingdom of England.


Due to its Norman origin, Guernsey has always maintained a certain level of independence and has kept many of its own laws, customs and names. In particular it remains free from English taxation. Guernsey has an independent system of government based on the ancient Norman Law. The Bailiff of the Island holds a unique position as the President of the Island Parliament and the senior Judge in its Courts.


In 1939 the system of government in Guernsey was administered through the States of Deliberation and the Royal Court. The States usually met at monthly intervals to consider proposals made by the committees responsible for the day-to-day administration of the Island.1 However, the States had no formal capacity to make byelaws or laws. The Royal Court had both judicial and quasi-legislative functions, and had full power to determine civil and criminal cases. They also had the power to make regulations, usually in response to proposals made by the States, by means of registering Ordonnances which encompassed a wide range of issues that can be broadly defined as low level internal legislation.2


However, the government bodies within the Islands were subject to a degree of intervention from the Privy Council. This body was responsible for actual legislation that made or modified the law of the Island. A further role of Her Majesty’s Government was to take responsibility for the Island’s defence and international relations.3 The link between Britain and Guernsey was maintained by a Lieutenant-Governor who was appointed as the representative of the Crown and was the official channel of communication between the Island and British government.4


The inhabitants of Guernsey, amounting to some 40,000 in 1939, have traditionally been staunchly independent. The great majority of the population at this time were natives of the Island whose families could be traced back for centuries. Many families still spoke the local patois, Guernsey-French. Writing of the Channel Islanders in 1904, Edith Carey described an attitude among native Islanders that exists to this day:




There still lingers a certain individuality about the thoroughbred Channel Islander; to the world in general he asserts himself an Englishman, but in the presence of the English he boasts of being a Jerseyman or a Guernseyman.5





Many of these native Islanders were descended from medieval farming communities and still based their livelihoods on the traditional trades of farming and fishing. However, there were increasing numbers of settlers from Britain who came to live in the Island. Furthermore, due to the increasing popularity of Guernsey as a tourist resort, there was a seasonal influx of people of other nationalities who came to the Island to work.6


By 1939 tourism had become an important source of income for the Island and many Guernsey residents were financially dependent on visitors from the UK. Traditional forms of farming had also gradually given way to a thriving economy based on agriculture and horticulture, consisting mainly of exporting Guernsey cattle, flowers, fruit and vegetables, particularly the famous Guernsey tomato for which the Island was highly reputed. Thus, in 1939, the Island was not self-sufficient and was dependent on the UK for supplies and to support trade.
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The Channel Islands (from J.P. Warren, Our Own Island, Guernsey 1926, p.3).





Charles Cruickshank gives an admirable summary of the situation of the Channel Islands at the outbreak of the Second World War in The German Occupation of the Channel Islands:




So it was that the Channel Islands awaited the Second World War. Two densely-populated bailiwicks, close to France, still using French for some purposes, and patois in the country districts, but loyal to the United Kingdom for a thousand years; virtually self-governing, except for the King in Council standing benevolently in the wings, and taking the stage only to consider the wishes of the Island legislature; each with the machinery of an independent state, but sometimes incapable of making quick decisions because of their relationship with the Privy Council; dependent on selling their produce to Britain, and on visitors from Britain.7





THE OUTBREAK OF WAR



With the exception of some men and women of military age who left to join the Armed Forces, the approach and outbreak of the war made little impact on Guernsey, and the Island was only disrupted by wartime precautions. However, in May 1940 Hitler’s successes in Europe and his rapid advances towards the Normandy coast posed a great threat to the Channel Islands, the closest of which (Alderney) was less than ten miles away. On 16 June the Home Office withdrew the Lieutenant-Governor from the Island and his powers and duties, except those relating to military matters, were conferred on the Bailiff.8 On 19 June the War Cabinet decided to demilitarise the Channel Islands as it believed they had no strategic importance and the possibility of attack was ‘somewhat remote’; the military strength required to defend them was needed more urgently elsewhere and so the Royal Militia and Defence Volunteers were disbanded.9 This decision threw the Islanders into confusion and panic as it was impossible to know what to do for the best. All were given the opportunity to evacuate and 17,000 people, mostly mothers and children, left Guernsey in the next few days.10 In spite of the opportunity to leave, however, many Islanders, aided by an unofficial anti-evacuation campaign, preferred to stick firmly to their roots.


At this point the situation of the Channel Islands in relation to Britain and the war against Germany was very confused and the Islanders were in grave danger. They were undefended and the States of each Island had complete responsibility but no guidance from England. To make matters worse, Britain had decided the Islands should be demilitarised but the fact they were undefended was not publicised, and consequently they were exposed to any form of enemy attack. The Germans were under the impression the Islands were defended and on 28 June they bombed the main towns of Guernsey and Jersey, killing a total of 44 people.11 On 30 June German planes landed in Guernsey, and then in Jersey the following day. Both Islands had no choice but to surrender.


OCCUPATION GOVERNMENT



The Second World War precipitated unique modifications to the system of government in Guernsey. On 21 June 1940, following the demilitarisation and evacuation of the Island, the Bailiff called for a special meeting of the States, where Jurat Leale outlined a proposal for a new form of government designed to cope with the emergency. There was no doubt that as there was no means of defence the Island would have to submit to occupation: ‘The military have gone, we are civilians … it must be realised that as at present constituted, our system does not work. … The only way out I know is to appoint a small Executive Committee with very large executive powers.’12 Thus the Controlling Committee was created and given the authority to make quick decisions and meet in private rather that in the public context of the States. The Attorney-General, Ambrose Sherwill, was appointed as President and he selected seven other members to be responsible for particular aspects of civilian life, including agriculture, horticulture and health.


When the Germans invaded and occupied Guernsey, the Commandant, Dr Lanz, decided that the Island courts and civil administration should continue to function under his supervision, although he retained the authority to issue his own orders and register them on the Island records. At the first States meeting of the Occupation on 7 August 1940, at which Dr Lanz was present, the function of the Controlling Committee was formally defined. It was given




the right and power to do and cause to be done all executive and administrative acts which the States have authorised or could authorise whenever such acts appear to such Emergency Committee to require any early decision …13





Throughout the Occupation the Controlling Committee met frequently and issued orders relating to the day-to-day administration of the Island, which were published in the local papers once approved by the Commandant.


Another change in the legislative processes occurred as a result of the severance of all communication with Britain. The Privy Council could not sanction legislation and therefore new laws could not be made, repealed or amended. In his memoirs, Sherwill described how he ‘used the Kommandant to raise the British Civil Lieutenant-Governor (the Bailiff) to the “throne” instead’.14 At the States meeting on 7 August 1940 the legal relationship between the German and Island authorities was formalised:




Seeing that by Order dated the second day of July 1940, the Commandant of the German forces in occupation of the Bailiwick of Guernsey declared that such legislation as in the past required the sanction of His Britannic Majesty in Council for its validity should thenceforth be valid on being approved by the German Commandant and thereafter sanctioned by the British Civil Lieutenant-Governor of this Island of Guernsey.15





The States continued to meet throughout the Occupation but their meetings were generally a formality, to examine the annual budget for example. There were also circumstances when the States met to deal with a sudden emergency such as the sabotage of telephone wires in March 1941.16 The Royal Court retained more of its pre-war functions. It continued to introduce and register ordinances; in August 1940, for example, an Ordonnance was rushed through to make injudicious speech against the Germans an offence liable to punishment through the Island courts as opposed to the German courts.17 The Royal Court also maintained its judicial role and tried the majority of civil and criminal civilian cases throughout the Occupation. With the Germans in occupation, however, there were four other courts: the Feldkommandant’s court, which tried members of the civilian population who committed offences against German orders, and three sections of the Wehrmacht’s legal administration, which dealt with the Luftwaffe, the Army and the Navy. Which court civilians were tried in often depended on who had convicted them.18


Although the Island government was permitted to function it did not have a free rein, as the Germans imposed their own system of command. In August 1940 Feldkommandantur 515 was set up in Jersey with a Nebenstelle (branch) in Guernsey. This body was designed to ensure the government of the Island was carried out efficiently and was separate from the military commanders who remained responsible for military affairs.19 An agreement was made at a meeting at area headquarters in St Germain, France, that the ‘Feldkommandantur must at all costs be enabled to be the dominant partner in the government of the Islands’.20 The Geheime Feldpolizei was assigned to Feldkommandantur 515 to ensure that the occupying power was not undermined.


LIVING UNDER GERMAN RULE



On 1 July 1940 the German Commandant of the Occupying Forces issued orders which imposed restrictions on the civilian population regarding the security of the Island and the Germans’ control. These included the imposition of a curfew, which restricted Islanders’ social lives, and the prohibition of the use of private cars and the sale of spirits. Contact with the UK was severed: the telephone cable was cut and contact by mail stopped, with the later exception of Red Cross messages. As the Occupation continued, other orders impinged further on the Islanders’ normal ways of life. In October 1940 an order was issued which forbade ‘gatherings in the streets, the publication and distribution of leaflets, the organisation of and participation in public meetings’.21 Islanders were issued with identity cards which they had to carry at all times and were prosecuted if found without. In June 1941 everyone was ordered to drive on the right hand side of the road.22 In June 1942 all radios were requisitioned, which limited sources of information from outside the Island and also deprived the Islanders of a major form of entertainment.23


One of the worst problems that affected Guernsey during the Occupation was the shortage of food. As the Island had been dependent on the UK for most of its supplies, other means of feeding the population had to be found. Rationing was imposed and orders were issued to maximise the use of farmland and greenhouses for growing crops and vegetables. Fearing that Islanders would attempt to escape, the German authorities forbade fishermen to fish in the waters further away from the shore, which were more lucrative, thus depriving the Islanders of a substantial food source.24 Whilst the Germans still occupied France, the Feldkommandant allowed representatives to go to France with a purchasing commission to buy seeds, flour, wheat and barley, which diminished the problem until the D-Day landings and the liberation of France in June 1944,25 but in the last year of the Occupation the food shortage became extremely serious. Repeated SOS messages were sent to Britain via the International Red Cross, and eventually the desperate Island was relieved by the arrival of a Red Cross ship, the Vega, in December 1944, which brought 100,000 food parcels and medical supplies.26 From then until May 1945 the Islanders depended on the parcels the Vega brought. However, the situation became even more grim when the supply of flour was exhausted in February 1945. The ship which was supposed to bring flour was delayed and the Islands were without bread for a month.27 This increased the number of cases of malnutrition in the hospitals and resulted in several deaths caused by starvation.


The Germans caused great disruption to many Islanders’ lives. Soldiers were billeted on private homes and people were evicted from their houses at short notice. Burglary and theft by both Germans and civilians became increasingly common, especially in the last desperate months before Liberation. Farmers found their cows milked in the night and crops were stolen from farms and the growers’ greenhouses. Islanders also lived in perpetual fear of their houses being searched for stores of food and radios; if either of these were found, the victim was liable to be punished by heavy fines, imprisonment, or even deportation. Possibly the most disruptive incident that occurred during the Occupation was the order that all British-born Islanders be deported. In September 1942, 825 men, women and children were sent to internment camps in Germany. A further 200 followed them in January 1943.28


As the Royal Guernsey Militia had been disbanded and the British garrison withdrawn prior to the Occupation, the Channel Islands did not have the military strength or resources to resist the Germans. It is doubtful that the Islands could, in any case, have been defended successfully, at least not without tremendous loss of life and property. So the authorities adopted a policy of ‘passive co-operation’. They advised civilians to wait patiently for liberation, maintaining an attitude of obedience and courtesy towards but not collaboration with the Germans.29 This attitude was promoted by the Controlling Committee in a notice published in the Star on 2 July 1940 in conjunction with the Commandant’s first orders:




The public are notified that no resistance whatever is to be offered to those in military occupation of this Island. The public are asked to be calm, carry on their lives and work in the usual way and to obey the orders of the German Commandant.30





The Islanders reacted to the presence of the Germans in a variety of ways. Most resented their presence, some attempted to escape to England and a few succeeded, while others made outward attempts at resistance by spreading anti-German propaganda and participating in the ‘V for Victory’ campaign promoted in Europe. Such resistance invariably resulted in severe punishment and reprisals. Most Islanders chose to obey the Germans, but many delighted in petty attempts of resistance, like the farmers who defied the system by reporting their food stocks inaccurately. Others, though relatively few, did collaborate; some of these were motivated by a belief that Hitler would win the war or that their conduct would go unnoticed, and others by desperate circumstances such as unemployment and starvation.31


GERMAN ACTIVITY



Initially the Germans saw the invasion of the Channel Islands as a great triumph. However, once their value as propaganda had diminished, instead of giving the Germans a military advantage by facilitating the invasion of England, the Islands became a liability as they had to be defended. Fearing the British would attempt to recapture the Islands, Hitler ordered Count Graf von Schmettow, the Befehlshaber (Fortress Kommandant), to devise and implement a fortification programme to strengthen the Islands’ defences.32 Existing Napoleonic forts on the Islands were extended and new fortifications constructed. The beaches were heavily mined, coastal defence guns were installed and more troops were imported. In August 1942 the troops amounted to as many as 37,000 between the five main Islands.33 The fortifications were constructed by the Organisation Todt, which put German and foreign labour at the disposal of German contractors for military construction. They were supplemented by the importation of political prisoners and prisoners of war who were essentially slave workers and treated ‘little better than animals’.34 Islanders were protected against forced labour on military constructions intended for use against their fellow countrymen by the Hague Convention and although some, tempted by the offer of high wages and better rations, did work for the Germans, the majority of the population resented the fact that the appearance of their beautiful Island was being ruined.35


THE DEBATE ON THE OCCUPATION OF GUERNSEY



Since the Liberation of the Channel Islands in 1945, the German Occupation of Guernsey has attracted a great deal of interest. Much of this interest has concentrated on the events and the military aspect of the Occupation and the lifestyle of the Islanders. Collections of relics have been put on display in numerous museums and the Germans’ underground hospitals and fortifications have been opened to the public, making this historical event into a public story. Within the Island, certain aspects of the Occupation have been emphasised in the public memory and have developed into a discourse of cheerful determination and community spirit in a time of severe hardship. Liberation Day is a clear illustration of this attitude. This annual public holiday, exclusive to the Channel Islands, is a joyful celebration of the Islanders’ triumph of enduring and surviving five years of hardship under the rule of the enemy.


There has also been interest in how the Islanders behaved and coped under enemy rule, and a lot of attention has been paid to the issue of collaboration with the Germans, particularly from people outside the Islands. Different versions of the Occupation have developed within public memory and formed discourses which Islanders have drawn on and contributed to in order to think and talk about the situation they experienced. This process has been made more complex by the opinions of Islanders who did not experience the Occupation themselves, either because they were absent from the Island or because they belong to a younger generation. The fact that different versions of the Occupation are familiar to younger generations suggests something of the strength of feeling Islanders attach towards this part of their history. This strength of feeling and the differences of opinion have made the Occupation a complex and contoversial subject.


The historiography of the Occupation is extensive and illustrates the differing and at times conflicting versions of the period. Charles Cruickshank, commissioned by the States of Guernsey and Jersey to write the official history of the Occupation, published The German Occupation of the Channel Islands in 1975. This history focuses mainly on the events and the military aspect of the Occupation but also addresses issues of loyalty and culpability. Cruickshank defends the Islanders and the Island authorities:




There was no precedent for the occupation, a fact which critics of the Island Administrations would do well to remember. They had no experience of conducting friendly negotiations with a great power, since the United Kingdom had been responsible for their external relations. Overnight they were abandoned to their fate … It is not that they made some mistakes that is surprising, but that they did so much that was right in circumstances of the greatest possible difficulty.36





Various Islanders have researched and published books concerning certain aspects of the Occupation. These include Frank Falla’s The Silent War which describes the impact of the war on the local press, and Beryl Ozanne’s A Peep Behind the Screens describes how the Occupation affected the hospital. Frederick Cohen has written an account of the few Islanders with Jewish connections and of the Jewish people who were transported to the Islands to work on the Germans’ fortification program. William Bell has published a number of detailed studies, including I Beg to Report, which is a thorough report on the role of the police, and The Commando Who Came Home to Spy, which describes the story of two Island men who had joined up and were sent back to the Island to gather intelligence.


In addition, many personal testimonies in the form of diaries and memoirs have been published and are an important part of the historiography of the Occupation. In general, both the testimonies and documentaries focus on the hardships of the Occupation and portray Islanders as heroically doing their best in an extraordinary and difficult situation when life became a mere struggle for survival. The published letters written (but not sent) by K.M. Bachmann to her mother throughout the war are predominantly concerned with the struggle to find food for her sickly new-born child. She describes her lifestyle as a ‘trivial round of common tasks, while not furnishing all we need to ask, keep the body mobilised while the brain, in constant ferment, flits from one subject to another. Food, baby, war, tennis, … local chaos, … billeting of soldiers, loss of wireless and the growing catalogue of rumours afflict our already cluttered minds’.37 Molly Bihet was a child during the Occupation. She expresses this preoccupation with survival in her memoirs, with a description of her mother’s struggle to feed an extended family and comments: ‘FOOD! That’s the main topic I seem to remember.’38 Winifred Harvey sums up the attitudes of many Islanders in her diary with her comment, ‘I find that as in the case of Antarctic expeditions our conversation is now largely about food.’39


Alongside this, a recurrent theme in the testimonies is a sense of determined endurance, optimism and wartime camaraderie and a feeling that the Island community were united against the enemy. Violet Carey wrote in her diary, ‘If ever any people were an eloquent example of the “brave old wisdom of endurance”, the Guernsey people are that now. They are going on with their work doggedly and uncomplainingly, outwardly cheerful, resisting nothing, giving in with a dignity that is remarkable.’40 Noting an increased sense of community spirit, K.M. Bachmann wrote that ‘The esprit-de-corps of the Guernsey people has never been more pronounced. The joy of walking through Town and seeing one friendly face after another among the thick sprinkling of Germans is truly comforting.’41 Comments such as these have contributed to the representation of the Occupation which has dominated public memory.


More recently, other histories of the Occupation have been published which are far more critical of the Islanders’ conduct, and particularly of the conduct of the Island authorities. David Fraser, a legal historian, published an extensive study of the Jews who were deported to Auschwitz and claims that the prevalent discourse is a cover up for controversial issues:42




The Occupation was officially constructed as a difficult period in which the local officials did their utmost to protect and preserve the local inhabitants of the Channel Islands. This remains the dominant historical mythology today as many Islanders continue to construct the Occupation as little more than a tourist attraction. It can hardly be surprising that the fate of the Jews in the Channel Islands has not figured prominently in collective memory and history of those years.43





Fraser tries to break through this ‘dominant historical mythology’ by tracing the fate of these Jews. He uses the documentation surrounding the registration of orders against Jews to argue that the Island authorities were guilty of anti-Semitism, measures introduced against Jews becoming a legal normality. In this way he has uncovered the tragic stories of three individuals, stories which cannot be reconciled with the dominant discourse.


In a similarly critical vein, Madeleine Bunting published The Model Occupation, a journalistic examination of the Occupation. She uncovered oral testimonies of women who fraternised with German soldiers and some foreign workers, and suggests there is a great deal of hidden history beneath a ‘collective memory which eschews all controversy and provides a version of the Occupation behind which all Islanders – whatever their experience, be it evacuation, deportation or occupation – can rally’. As Fraser has done, she claims that the public collective memory which says ‘everyone suffered and “did their bit” for the war effort’44 is a myth and does not tell the whole truth’.45 Bunting dismisses testimonies such as K.M. Bachmann’s by claiming that they ‘abide by clearly defined conventions’.46


More recently still, in 2007, a further study of the Occupation has been published by Dr Hazel Knowles Smith which has been described as the ‘antidote to Madeleine Bunting’s book’.47 In The Changing Face of the Channel Islands’ Occupation, Dr Knowles Smith seeks to ‘take a balanced view at the set of circumstances’48 as she examines the contentious issues that have arisen since Liberation. Her work is based on detailed research into a great deal of unpublished and published material, including many diaries, and gives credit to the Islanders and Island leaders for the way they coped with their ordeal.


This brief description of the historiography of the Occupation makes it clear that the question of collaboration has been and remains a much discussed and controversial issue. Since Liberation there has been a deeply troubled relationship between different representations of the Occupation of Guernsey and the tension has increased as certain individuals have published what they claim to be the ‘truth’.


However, different versions of Occupation experience cannot be divided so simply into those which complement what Bunting calls the ‘collective memory’ and those which do not. Although the testimonies I have quoted show a preoccupation with the hardships of the Occupation, and the stoic way in which the Islanders coped, they are not confined entirely to the conventions of the discourse. In contrast to the depiction of Islanders as enduring the Occupation with heroic cheerfulness, feelings of desolation and depression are also recorded. Violet Carey wrote, ‘I have the dismal feeling that England is always so casual and callous about her own people ... We simply feel abandoned. How I sympathise with the unemployed, that awful feeling of being cast aside, not wanted, of no use.’49 Other issues are recorded which are not generally discussed. Bachmann expresses compassion and yet helplessness about the foreign workers in the Island. She writes:




The innocent victims of forced labour, these poor, half starved slaves roam the streets, bereft of human rights and human dignity. One provides a couple of them with a bowl of soup one day, only to find on the morrow a dozen on the doorstep when charity has ceased for lack of provisions. It is heart-breaking to have to send them slouching away empty and to know they will meet with a similar fate from house to house.50





Violet Carey mentions Islanders who collaborated with the Germans:




Mrs Renault told me the woman next door has had her clothes stolen off the line, silk underwear. She washes for the Germans and they are always at the house, one walked into Mrs Renault’s kitchen.51





There are also references in the personal sources to the anti-Jewish legislation ordered by the German authorities and registered by the Royal Court. In October 1940 Winifred Harvey recorded in her diary, ‘The last order that made me feel quite sick was all the regulations against Jews which had to be passed and registered by the Royal Court this week.’52 There are other clear examples of testimony which deviate from the public voice. John Dalmau was a Spanish prisoner of war forced to work as a slave under the Nazis in the Channel Islands, and he published his recollections of his experiences in a pamphlet.53 Thus the voice that comes from individual stories does not fit quite so neatly into the collective memory. At times it endorses the echoes of cheerfulness that are displayed in the public discourse, but feelings of despair and sincere concern for the fate of others is also indicated.


It is noticeable that most of the well-known testimonies were written by upper-middle-class married women. This suggests that the dominant discourse does not encompass all types of Occupation experience. Until recently there has been an absence of accounts of working-class Islanders, many of whom were faced with the choice of starvation or work serving the German forces. Those women who chose to fraternise with German soldiers had every reason to conceal their experiences once the Islands were liberated and many chose to leave the Islands altogether. It is known that various Islanders collaborated, but their memories are rarely heard and their motivations can only be guessed at. The Occupation discourse that is on display is incomplete and represents only the dominant voices, the voices that want to be heard.


However, dismissing some experiences and implying that others are the truth, as Bunting has done in uncovering stories of collaboration, exposes problems in the use of personal testimony as a source of historical evidence. We must not allow any form of testimony to be seen as ‘better’ or ‘purer’ versions of the past, even though it comes from the very people who experienced it.54 This is particularly problematic when the testimony in question is oral history, because one is dealing with ‘the discolourations and encrustations of thirty odd years on’.55 It must not be assumed that oral history can penetrate the ‘heart of truth’56 and that memories can have a clear space in which to speak. A better question is to ask why this controversy has arisen.


After Liberation, most Islanders simply wanted to reconstruct their devastated Island and return to normality. The Occupation had been a deeply distressing experience and the majority of Islanders simply did not want to remember it. Richard Heaume, now Director of the German Occupation Museum, grew up in the post-Occupation years and developed an interest in the Occupation after finding relics whilst working on the family farm. He remembers that most people who lived through the Occupation wanted to forget about it, which meant he managed to collect an impressive collection of artefacts the Germans had left behind because no one else wanted them.57 The old Guernseyman, Ebenezer Le Page, in G.B. Edwards’ fictional tale of Island life, illustrates this reluctance to speak about the Occupation and the desire to forget certain aspects of it when he says, ‘There is a lot I don’t remember, or only remember all mixed up; and some things I want to forget. I don’t like people asking me questions about the Occupation, the way the visitors do. I say I don’t know.’58


However, since the Islands were liberated there has been intense public interest from abroad in the behaviour of Island officials and individual Guernsey residents. As the Channel Islands were the only part of the United Kingdom to be occupied, this has been largely motivated by British people’s fascination with how they might have behaved in the situation. Many Islanders have been made to feel that their memories are somehow on trial. Rollo Sherwill, a boy during the Occupation, has commented, ‘Since the war we have felt like a woman must feel in a rape trial. People accuse her of having led the rapist on. But just as a woman might co-operate for fear of not surviving, so did we.’59 Consequently a tone of justification has developed in Islanders’ testimonies of the Occupation, creating an uneasy dichotomy of accusation and defence.


The Channel Islands stood uncomfortably, both metaphorically and literally, between Britain, the ‘heroic’ nation which prided itself on standing firm against the Nazi threat, and the countries of Occupied Europe which had fallen to the Nazi forces. Although Guernsey and the other Channel Islands had shared the experience of the defeated and occupied Continent, British and Guernsey people were keen to emphasise their shared national identity. In the immediate aftermath of the Occupation, investigations and statements were made about the conduct of the Islanders, and particularly the Authorities, during the period of occupation. The language of the statements reflects the tone of defence. At the first meeting of the States, John Leale, who had been the President of the Controlling Committee in the latter years of the Occupation, made a speech justifying how they had dealt with the circumstances, and emphasised that ‘We were not trained as diplomats. We were simply pitch-forked into the task of adjusting the Island to a situation from which we, one and all, believed we were for all time safe … Our policy was based on a realistic acceptance of a situation which we all deplored, but which we were powerless to prevent. Our task was not an inspiring one: the most we could do was make the best of a bad job.’60 Following thorough investigations by the Home Office, a statement made in the House of Commons by the Home Secretary shortly after Liberation claimed that ‘The Channel Islands have every reason to be proud of themselves and we have every reason to be proud of them.’61


However, at the same time there was a great deal of attention in the national media which scandalised the situation. Headlines cried, ‘COLLABORATORS GET OFF SCOT FREE’62 and ‘PURGE NEEDED’.63 Similarly, an MI5 report accused Island officials and civilians of collaboration, claiming, ‘It seems beyond doubt that many of them went out of their way to be friendly, co-operative and helpful to the Germans, and there is no excuse for their behaviour.’64 In defence of the two Islanders, Brigadier Snow, commander of the liberating forces, wrote, ‘Generally speaking the report is merely a rehash of the tittle tattle prevalent in the Islands but which nobody is prepared to come forward and substantiate.’65


It is clear that, in an attempt to retain their sense of honour, dignity, and Island identity, Islanders became defensive about aspects of the Occupation which are in any way controversial, or which jeopardise their integrity. Defensive attitudes have created an etiquette of the Occupation, a language within which memories can be expressed without dwelling on the painful or controversial experiences.


In recent years, however, the public representation of the Occupation has gradually changed, and the passing of time has produced a more complex perspective, particularly among people who did not experience the Occupation directly. This has enabled a development of public understanding. In the most recent published study of the Occupation, Dr Knowles Smith acknowledges that the perception of the past can be changed by the influence of others. She argues that the collective memory of the Occupation has been affected by information laid over the facts. In addition, it has been altered by factors such as literature, discussion of shared experience, and political requirements of the time.


Although Bunting’s revelations of some of the private stories of fraternisation and collaboration has provoked intense controversy, she has brought these stories into the public sphere. Islanders have been forced to examine the implications, if only to defend themselves. The more controversial aspects of the Occupation have also been brought into the public sphere through the plots and themes of popular fiction. In 1991 Michael Couch published a trilogy which recalled a dying man’s memories of a forbidden friendship with an enemy soldier. In 1999 Tim Binding’s Island Madness depicted the social world of German officers and some Guernsey girls; intertwined with a love story and a thriller is an exploration of the moral choices that arise in a situation of occupation. Along with the opening of documents in the National Archives and the Island Archives in the mid ’90s, this literature has contributed to the creation of a forum, indeed a language, within which the more controversial stories can be told. Consequently there has been more acceptance that acts of wrongdoing and collaboration occurred. A significant mark of this change in attitude is the recent public recognition of the suffering of certain groups of people. For example, on Holocaust Memorial Day in the year 2000, a plaque was dedicated in memory of the three Jews deported to Auschwitz. Similarly, in 2001 a memorial room was opened in the German Occupation Museum to acknowledge Islanders who suffered because they stood up to the Germans.


But attitudes of accusation and defence have not been eradicated. In January 1993, in response to reports in the national media of wholesale collaboration and black marketeering following the opening of the Guernsey war files in the National Archives, the Bailiff, Graham Dorey, claimed, ‘These accusations grossly distort the whole character of life and of the civil administrations of Guernsey during the German Occupation.’66 Similarly, the Holocaust Education Trust published a document which states that ‘in Jersey and Guernsey co-operation and fraternisation with the Germans was the rule’.67 An article in the Guernsey Evening Press responded with ‘Don’t rewrite our history’ and commented that Islanders must fight for their reputations.68 Miriam Mahy indignantly wrote to the Guernsey Evening Press and stated:




Those responsible for compiling the new educational booklet are living in peacetime Britain. It is evident that they have no idea of the responsibilities and decisions that had to be made by Island leaders in time of war and enemy occupation, with the enemy always having the last word. I wish to add that the vast majority of Islanders never collaborated or fraternised with the German occupying forces. To say otherwise is a downright lie. It must be of concern that these allegations are being presented as facts in the recorded history of Guernsey.69





Even Dr Knowles Smith’s book continues the theme of accusation and defence as one of her aims was to set the record straight. Dr Knowles Smith is reported to have said that during her research she ‘began to feel an unjustice had been done … it soon became clear to me that more recent representations were plainly wrong’.70 Following publication of her book she was warned to expect controversy, and an examiner who took the opposite view to hers demanded that she change her argument or sacrifice her PhD. The emphasis on the controversy is also evident in a review of the book in the Guernsey Press. Headlines reported that ‘Author risked her PhD to tell the truth’ and claimed ‘Islanders cleared of collaboration’.71 The extent of the research and the balanced perspective of the author makes this study an important and commendable development in Occupation history, acknowledging as it does the existence of varying and contradictory experiences, but the dichotomy of accusation and defence is continued by the conclusion of the book, which defends the Islanders with a tone of justification: ‘The Islanders’ contemporary views and records, most primary source material, as well as the testimony of survivor-witnesses today, overwhelmingly support an honourable narrative of the Occupation history with a few blemishes.’72


Examination of the historiography of this period and the process that has caused the controversy highlights the sensitivity of the Occupation. Although recent historical study has diminished the conflict between Islanders trying to retain their sense of honour and accusations of collaboration, the issue has not been eradicated and it has been difficult to take historical understanding further and look at how the Occupation affected life and society.


By looking at Occupation testimonies and considering the discourses which influenced them, it is possible to learn more about this period of history as it increases our understanding of why Islanders expressed themselves or behaved in certain ways.73 An influential discourse is the attitudes of the Island Authorities towards the situation and the language employed to promote a national image for the Islanders to adopt. The lack of military strength and resources meant there was no way of creating any kind of resistance movement in the Island. The only option was some kind of relationship with the Germans enabling the civilian population to co-exist with the enemy. Sherwill, the Attorney-General in Guernsey, announced at the first States meeting of the Occupation, attended by the German Commandant Dr Lanz, that this was to be a ‘model occupation’: ‘on the one hand tolerance on the part of the military authority and courtesy and correctness on the part of the occupying forces, and, on the other, dignity and courtesy and exemplary behaviour on the part of the civilian population’.74 The language of ‘dignity and courtesy’ on the part of the civilian population is evident in several personal accounts. For example, on 17 April 1941 Violet Carey wrote:




Prince von Oettingen called on the Countess Blucher, he knew a number of her people … When he was going, he asked if he could call again. She said, ‘No, when peace was declared and happier times came again she would welcome him warmly, but until then, she could not receive him.’ I do like her dignified attitude. So different from some of the people who accept cigarettes and cigarette coupons from them.75





However, courtesy can be interpreted differently and could be exploited to extend to fraternisation, which is likely to have been the way that the ‘people who accept cigarettes … from them’ interpreted the word. One example of Bunting’s illustrates the different interpretation of courtesy:




Don Guilbert … recounts the story of a local musician who suffered from a skin disease on his hands. ‘A German gave him some ointment and in order to thank him the musician invited the German to his home. The musician’s teenage daughter met the German and started going to concerts with him – but it was no more than that. Was that wrong? The German was a musician and the girl was something of a singer. The German went to the family to make music. What should the man have done? Not accept the ointment?’76





In many circumstances, courtesy was irrelevant. Dr Knowles Smith claims that far from being a ‘model’ occupation, the Islanders had no choice but to obey the Germans. ‘Any serious resistance or disobedience would have … carried the risk, as it did on the Continent … of imprisonment or execution for sabotage, or inclusion on the list of undesirables, ready to be used as potential hostages or candidates for deportation.77 Indeed, this did not remain just a threat, as in September 1942 and again in February 1943 a number of Islanders were deported to Germany. Clearly, fear and uncertainty influenced the way the Islanders understood and dealt with their situation.


Memories can also be influenced by the discourses of later years. Guernsey people have incorporated the spirit of the British war effort and the idea of the war as ‘Britain’s finest hour’ into their memories. Beryl Ozanne, who worked as a nurse throughout the Occupation, wrote in the introduction to her memoir, ‘Every man, woman and child just had to make the best of things.’78 This is again contradicted by the circumstances which caused people to collaborate or fraternise, such as the sheer desperation for food. The loneliness among women whose men had joined up was a factor, and another influence was the attraction of being on good terms with the Germans; being associated with a German gave both security and privileges such as being allowed out after curfew and access to luxury goods.


The different representations of the German Occupation are intimately entangled, and even when the contradictions of accusation and defence cannot be reconciled, all versions are valid. The existence of these contradictions must be acknowledged, along with the understanding that individuals experienced the Occupation in different ways. As Ebenezer Le Page says:




The visitors who come over to Guernsey nowadays know more about the German Occupation than I do. They have read the books. They know exactly what happened and what didn’t, and the whys and the wherefores, and who was wrong and who was right. I don’t. There are those who say, ‘Oh you poor things! It must have been an awful time,’ and I say ‘Well it was and it wasn’t.’ There are those who say, ‘After all, you didn’t have such a bad time hob-nobbing with the Germans,’ and I say, ‘Well some did and some didn’t.’79





It is imperative to acknowledge that actions, attitudes and remembrances, both during the Occupation and after it, form a complicated and varied mosaic. So much attention has been paid to the question of collaboration that questions about how the Occupation affected Island society have barely been discussed. Whether the Occupation changed individual Islanders’ perspectives, and their opinions and values, is yet to be investigated.


I am in a privileged position as I am in possession of Violet Carey’s detailed diary which spans the whole of the Occupation period. While I am affected by the complex arguments that surround the history of the Occupation today, and cannot escape from prejudices that I have developed in response to the controversy, Violet Carey’s diary is not. Analysis of her diary will help us look at the Occupation in new ways by examining how it affected her life and her values.


In attempting to use one diary to further historical understanding of the Occupation, I could be accused of hypocrisy, having criticised Madeleine Bunting for dismissing some forms of testimony and prioritising others. However, I acknowledge that the study of one woman’s experience will not account for all the experiences of the Occupation. The public memory will always remain controversial and contradictory accounts will always exist. In the analysis of one story, I do not dismiss the validity of other stories. But I hope that the diaries of Violet Carey will help to change the way that historians, particularly those from outside the Islands, look at the Occupation.



THE VIEW OF ONE WHO WAS THERE: A BIOGRAPHY OF VIOLET CAREY



Violet Carey was one of many Islanders who recorded her experiences of the Occupation in a diary. She wrote almost every day for the duration of the Occupation and has provided a document which gives an illuminating insight into one woman’s experience of the alien situation that the people of Guernsey endured in the Second World War. It has been difficult to gather information about Violet Carey’s early life, as her surviving family now succeed her by two generations, but the fragments that I have collected and the memories of the few people alive today who remember her give the impression of high social status in the Island community and a strong personality.


The people who remember Violet have said that their most lasting impressions are of her sense of humour and her slightly eccentric nature. I had a wonderful conversation with three Islanders who knew her: Diana de Jersey, Liz McIntyre and Pam Browne.80 One memory that provoked much laughter was about how Violet used to think it terribly funny to stand in the Arcade in St Peter Port and gaze intently up at the sky, as though she was looking at something incredibly interesting. People would gather round and look up to see what was so fascinating and Violet would promptly walk away leaving them looking rather bewildered! This sense of humour is one of the most delightful characteristics of the diaries. One of many examples is a comment made on 29 May 1943:




Katty came to fetch her bread. She was talking in a loud voice in the yard and the Rhode Island Red cock was beside her. Every time she spoke loudly, he crowed loudly, he was going to be cock in his own yard. It was too funny for words. Katty had to stop talking. She was completely defeated.





Violet’s appearance also seems to have given the impression that she was slightly eccentric. Pam Browne remembers her cottage loaf hairstyle and rather odd attire. She said that Violet was ‘no dresser’, and ‘looked like nothing on earth’! This impression is also conveyed in the diaries:




August 19th 1940


Whenever any of us are depressed and we are together, we always discuss what our feelings would be like when we hear the first phone call! … then we discuss the arrival of the boat and what we shall wear. It won’t matter in the least whether it is pouring with rain, or brilliant sunshine. Katty has a whole length of pale pink satin to have made up! I can’t make up my mind whether I shall be a sweet young thing in blue, or a perfect darling in brown! I think it will be brown because I have a beautiful scarf covered all over with Union Jacks, a bright red handkerchief with a crown on it, an exceedingly vulgar taste red, white and blue brooch, and a pair of gloves with the King and Queen on the fasteners; all these I wore on Coronation Day.





Although Violet was obviously a little eccentric, however, she was far from dotty. There is a sense of self-awareness in this mild eccentricity and some of her descriptions of herself have a gentle tone of self-mockery:




October 19th 1941


Booty Ozanne was very funny at bridge the other day. She was playing with Olive and Vera and Maud Drake. Booty looked at Vera and, in a voice of sincere admiration, Booty said, ‘What a blessing it is to see a double chin nowadays!’ Vera didn’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed. Booty and Olive always muffle up their necks in scarves, they ‘can’t bear seeing scraggy necks,’ says Olive severely to me. I maintain I have not a scraggy neck, but a firm chin and a well defined jawbone, denoting the innate strength of my character and the perfect oval of my face! Katty is always telling me what a beautiful figure she has now, so I am going to tell people what a beautiful face I have!





It is unlikely that it was Violet’s face that denoted the strength of her character, but perhaps it was her self-confidence. This is another aspect of her personality that she is remembered for. Violet’s daughter, the late Mrs Michelle Nixon, describes her as strong-minded, wilful and indomitable.81 Indeed the only clear memory that another relative, Susan Marks, has of her is that she was absolutely terrifying!82 Although she was intimidating at times, Violet’s strength of character also seems to have inspired confidence in those who knew her. This is demonstrated by the response of some of her neighbours to her firm resolution to stay in the Island despite the opportunity to evacuate when the German advances in France became a serious threat to the Channel Islands:




It went all round the Parish that I had said I had had a very good breakfast and I was blowed if I was going away. A great many said as long as I stayed in the Parish, they would stay and they still say it.83





Violet Mary Carey was a well-respected member of the Island community and belonged to one of the upper-middle-class Island families. She was born into the de Sausmarez family on 23 August 1880, at Le Granges de Beauvoir in St Peter Port. Her parents were Thomas de Sausmarez and Mary née Mallock and she had one older brother, Arthur, who was known as ‘Teddy’.84 Violet spent her early life at ‘Springfield’ in Queen’s Road, St Peter Port.


Violet was a founder pupil at the Ladies’ College in Guernsey, a school modelled on Cheltenham Ladies’ College, and she was educated there until she was eighteen. While she was not particularly academic, Violet was undoubtedly intelligent and her diaries and letters show a remarkable ability to write well. She took great pleasure in literature and poetry and was extremely well read. Indeed the enjoyment that reading gave her is evident from the frequent references to literature she made in her diaries.


The early part of Violet’s wartime diaries give a sense of her lifestyle before the Germans invaded the Island. It would seem that she led a leisurely life; much of her time was spent in visiting friends, playing mah jong, reading, writing letters and receiving visitors at home. Her two earlier diaries, which she only managed to keep up for a few months of 1906 and 1907, are filled with descriptions of riding, cycling and walking around the Island and climbing and scrambling along the coastline with friends. The diaries also record some of the parties and dances she went to, although, according to her daughter, ‘she wasn’t madly social and got quite bored with that sort of thing’.85 Sport was another pastime she enjoyed. The early diaries mention frequent games of tennis and badminton. In approximately 1906 she captained Guernsey’s first ladies cricket team.
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Violet Carey and her Ladies Cricket Team (Violet is the lady in the centre holding the bat).







[image: illustrations]


James Frederick Carey.





On 29 October 1913 Violet married a Guernseyman, James Frederick Carey, whom she had met at kindergarten. He had been educated at Elizabeth College in Guernsey and then at Wellingore Hall in Lincolnshire, ‘a school for the sons of gentlemen to prepare them for life in the colonies’.86 At the age of 18 he was sent to Canada as a ‘greenhorn’ and eventually set up a ranch with another Guernseyman, Eugène Carey, in the town of Greenshan, Alberta. However, he had been engaged to Violet before he went to Canada and he gave up everything to return to Guernsey and marry her. On his return to Guernsey, James started up a farm at Les Merriennes in the Forest parish and became a successful farmer and cattle breeder. In 1935 he was elected a Jurat of the Royal Court, an appointment of great prestige in the Island. He was also the President of the Guernsey Farmers’ Association and a member of various other States’ Committees.


James and Violet Carey lived at Les Merriennes throughout their married life. They had two children: Michelle, known as ‘Baba’, and Jim, known as ‘Boy’. Both children joined the services in the Second World War and so were absent from the Island during the Occupation. Michelle had trained as a nurse and joined the QAIMNS. She was posted on HMHC Worthing, a hospital carrier, and was sent to West Africa later in the war. Jim joined the Army and was a gunner. Violet herself rarely left Guernsey and was very protective of the Island and its community. She hated people who were critical of the Island and seems to have been rather insular; her eldest granddaughter, Patricia Paxton, remembers being told how Violet refused to ‘know’ a person until they had lived in the Island for at least five years.87
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Michelle Carey
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Jim Carey – ‘Boy’.





As a member of one of the most prominent Guernsey families, Violet had grown up in a house with staff and had never had to do household duties. As a married woman in her own home she ran her household, but had little to do with domestic duties as the family were in a position to have maids to do the cooking and cleaning. Indeed, it has been a source of amusement in the family that Violet did not know how to do most household tasks. Even during the Occupation she had Mrs Mauger, a char lady, and Mrs Renault, a daily maid, to do the housework. Surprisingly, given the social milieu, Violet’s husband James, who had learnt how to live on the bare essentials whilst on his ranch in Canada, did most of the cooking.


Although little substantial evidence survives, Violet seems to have been involved with various Island committees. In her 1940 diary she describes being on a panel for choosing the new headmistress for the Guernsey Ladies’ College, which suggests she was a school governor and a shareholder. She was a member of the Ladies’ College Old Girls’ Committee and the Mothers’ Union. She was also involved with the Nicholas Carey Trust, a fund left by the late Nicholas Carey for the purpose of helping ‘fallen’ women. According to Sheila James, she had a great social conscience and was concerned for the welfare of others, regardless of their class status.88 Michelle Nixon explained how Violet had a store of medicines which she would administer to people in need.89


Violet started to write her diary regularly in May 1940. She wrote detailed descriptions of her own activities and weekly routine which mainly comprised fetching the bread and the groceries and visiting people. In August 1940 she started to walk into St Peter Port on a weekly basis to visit friends and relatives and to do shopping in town. The people she spoke to inspired many of the stories and rumours that she recorded. She also related any new orders that were publicised, news that she heard on the radio or read in the paper, and her own opinions. It should be remembered that Violet would not often have known exactly what was happening, especially as rumour and speculation were rife. She did, however, often give further explanation of events as she heard more information. She also corrected herself if she found she had written something incorrect.


Violet Carey’s diaries give us an insight into how the Occupation changed the lifestyle of an upper-middle-class lady in Guernsey. They depict the hardships of life under the conditions imposed by the arrival of the enemy and the generally dignified reaction amongst the Guernsey people towards their invaders. The general attitude of the Islanders she portrays is a valiant acceptance of circumstances and refusal to give up hope. Violet wrote with a remarkably down to earth style, which serves to highlight both her strong character and her optimistic, yet realistic, attitude to her situation. At times the diary entries are light-hearted and illustrate the humour and delight that she and many of her friends and acquaintances took in defying the Germans by politely, but firmly, sticking to their principles. Yet, whilst never indulging in self-pity, Violet does describe the misery that Islanders experienced as prisoners on their own Island. With an eloquent and poignant turn of phrase, she expresses the lethargy and depression that many, including herself, suffered, intensified by fear of the unknown and the terrible feeling of isolation from England, relatives and the rest of the war.


The diaries seem to be an honest account of events and do not disguise incidents of scandal and misconduct on the part of the Islanders, or the humanity of the Germans. Similarly, Violet displays a strong sense of approval towards what she saw as good conduct, and disapproval towards any incident or behaviour she considered to be unwise. Indeed, she was remarkably outspoken and there are occasions when she was very critical of others. Mr Finey, the rector of the Forest parish church, prompted some barbed comments in relation to the closure of the church in 1940. However, it should be pointed out that Violet was not always aware of other people’s circumstances and, to her credit, if she discovered her critical words had been unfair, she would say so; she spoke very highly of Mr Finey later on in the Occupation when the church re-opened. Similarly, Violet was critical of Mr Sherwill, the President of the Controlling Committee, at the beginning of the Occupation, but later claimed that ‘after cursing Mr Sherwill up and down I will have to put him on my honours list’.90


It is interesting to speculate about the Germans’ reaction should these diaries have been found during the Occupation. Certainly there is a sense of fear of this, and Violet mentions that she actually slept on the diaries to keep them hidden. In 1945 her bedroom was ransacked and some food supplies stolen, but on hearing of the break-in she said her Red Cross parcel was the least of her worries; she thought first of her jewellery and her diaries. I suspect that had these diaries fallen into the wrong hands, Violet may well have found herself in serious trouble.91


Due to the sheer amount that Violet wrote, this is a heavily edited version of the original diaries. I have tried to ensure the entries I have included retain the sense of her character and represent the range of topics she wrote about. Much that has been omitted is simply more of the same, or lengthy transcriptions of letters and newspaper and radio reports. Where there is too little explanation of the events that Violet refers to, I have included explanatory footnotes based on my own research in the published histories, newspapers and archive records. I have also included a description of the principal people mentioned in the diaries to give more information about the main characters. I hope this will help readers understand the diaries more clearly.



WHAT THE DIARIES TELL US



It is quickly apparent when reading Violet Carey’s diaries that one of her reasons for writing was to record the events of the time. She went to great effort to transcribe notices, orders and articles from the paper and wrote detailed descriptions of her daily activities and the stories she heard. Violet’s daughter, the late Michelle Nixon, commented that Violet wanted her diaries to be read by others and went as far as reading sections of it to people herself.


The diary shows that its author was highly educated and well read and the way events are described and characters depicted show she had a certain skill for writing. Indeed there is a sense of the dramatic in the way Violet inscribes herself into a story and depicts herself and other Islanders as triumphant victors. She seems to have used the diary to make her experience of the Occupation into a literary form; this enabled her to keep her sense of identity and champion normal life.


The uncertainty and threat that the invasion caused to Islanders’ lives must have challenged the meanings they had traditionally assumed. Islanders had to find new meanings to attach to their present circumstances and this involved finding new forms of language to express themselves. Certain types of language were adopted in the way Islanders talked about and wrote about the Occupation. In the same way that certain discourses have developed and dominated since Liberation, these forms of language developed into linguistic frameworks, or discourses, which provided comfortable and acceptable modes of expression at the time. I suggest that by drawing on and contributing to these modes of expression, Islanders were able to express and make sense of their circumstances, and maintain a level of control.


Violet Carey’s diary reveals a variety of such modes of expression and gives an insight into how Islanders discussed the Occupation at the time. An entry written shortly after the Red Cross ship relieved the Islands from the desperate food shortage reflects on the past four years of occupation and illustrates two dominant modes of expression which Islanders used to help maintain a spirit of optimism and to hide feelings of depression and desolation.




December 31st 1944


And 1944 has come to an end and we are still in captivity. But what a difference the arrival of that ship has made to our morale. No longer do we feel utterly desolate and deserted, apart from the horror of starvation, we felt that no one cared a scrap about us. This year has been very very grim, but our hopes are high for 1945. And that is one of the most striking examples of God’s love for us. Every time we were more depressed, something happened, a rumour, whether it was false or true, would come and lift us out of depression. Or we would hear a piece of good news. We were always being carried along like that. And yet everybody felt on no account must they show their feelings.


Everybody laughed and was as bright as anything in Town or when they were together. Nobody grumbled, everybody made the best of our really appalling conditions. The universal motto has been right through the Occupation, ‘We will show the Germans we can take it.’





The fact that ‘everybody laughed’ implies that humour was an important aspect of conversation. The emphatic statement that ‘everybody felt on no account must they show their feelings’, and the apparent determination to ‘show the Germans we can take it’, suggest that maintaining a brave face was a matter of honour and became the accepted way to behave. Conversation conformed to an etiquette within her social circle, and by developing an understanding of what these discourses meant to Violet an analysis of the diaries might also reflect deeper social issues faced by Islanders.


The importance of humour to Violet Carey during the war is illustrated by the frequent anecdotes and jokes she relates in describing her daily activities and the way that she depicts observations in a light-hearted tone. In an environment where normal life was repressed, these anecdotes provided light relief:




April 7th 1943


Peggy told me a story that has come from German sources. Goering thought London was razed to the ground by his Luftwaffe and wanted to see for himself, so he went in a plane to London. They passed over a town which was flattened and he rubbed his hands and said, ‘Gut! Gut! My Luftwaffe has done well indeed.’ The pilot got very red and said, ‘I am sorry your Excellency, we have half an hour more to go, that town is Wilhelmshaven!’


September 24th 1943


A perfect day. Hot, sunny and no wind. Mary and Violet came out to tea. Mary told me a lovely story about the doctors. Five of them drove out to Grande Rocque. Dressed in singlets and shorts they marched past the sentry singing a German song lustily, they were led by Dr Rose. They had a lovely bathe, formed up again and marched past the sentry again singing more loudly than ever. The sentry took no notice of them and let them go by.92





However, these jokes are not simply light relief. They reflect an attitude of non-confrontational resistance which united Islanders against the enemy in a way that protected their identity and insularity. To Violet, even the animals in Guernsey were superior to the Germans:




October 10th 1942


Mrs Mauger said Mrs Hazell’s cow goes nearly mad with fright when they pass her in the road. That is understandable, a self-respecting aristocratic Guernsey cow, who is probably a connoisseur of smells, objecting to the odour she meets!93





The humour serves to reinforce boundaries between ‘them’ and ‘us’, by setting apart and invalidating the behaviour and ideas of those ‘not like us’.


Many of the humorous anecdotes in Violet Carey’s diaries are not about the Germans, but about the effects of the Occupation on Islanders’ way of life, habits and appearance:




August 23rd 1944


Peggy, Micque and Mrs Sherbrooke came to M-J. How hilarious and joyous we were, our play was almost erratic … How we all enjoyed it. We were discussing what our behaviour will be like when we go out to dinner or lunch parties again. After we have had our soup, we will automatically retain our spoons, exclaiming, ‘I must use this again.’ We have to wash up in cold water, then we will ignore our knives and use our spoons. Also we will watch each other all the time and if anybody leaves anything, we will say, ‘Are you going to leave that, I will finish it up.’ If we see anybody crumbing white bread, we will scream at them, ‘Don’t do that, bread is more precious than gold.’ Then we will look at the food and say, ‘O … h, don’t talk, I want to get down to this and enjoy it,’ and then the only sounds we shall hear will be ‘O … .h, u … m!’ At tea we shall say, ‘Let me smell the tea pot, what a delicious smell’ and to each other we shall say politely, ‘Do lick your knife, would you care to lick the jam spoon, of course, lick up your crumbs!’ I’m sure that is the way we shall go on. Mrs Sherbrooke said her husband will go to her mantelpiece and say, ‘What is all this muck?’ and she will meekly say, ‘Those are my cigarette ends dear, I am drying them!’94





The humour is also reflected in the way Violet described herself:




September 27th 1943


I am now suffering from occupational dottiness. James was out in the evening, I fetched my water and I said firmly to myself, ‘I must not lock the door,’ and was only brought to my senses later by an indignant James shouting outside my window to be let in. I place things so I fall over them to remind myself either to carry them up or downstairs. I fall over them all right, swear hard and leave them where they are!


December 4th 1943


I am feeling full of mortification. My pride is in the dust. For over 62 years I have boasted that I have never had a chilblain, that I have never known what it was like to suffer from chilblains, and privately and silently hoped that I should never have the ugly things on my hands! Today I have three chilblains on my hands, they are as ugly as possible as well as being painful.





These humorous anecdotes give an interesting insight into the detrimental effect of the Occupation on Violet and other Islanders. The way it caused Islanders to live in a more primitive manner was an assault on the dignity that Violet and her acquaintances had learned from their upper-middle-class social education. Violet’s self-deprecating tone and the image of herself as a dotty old lady frantically licking up crumbs suggest that making these pathetic and pitiful afflictions funny enabled her to cope with them. Humour masks the offence that forgetting things and licking up crumbs gave to her dignity.


The discourse of humour does, however, have wider implications, and reflects the stories of heroic endurance that have become a part of the dominant public memory since Liberation. Indeed, the attitude of humour is likely to have contributed to the creation of the ‘heroic’ story that has been written off as a cover-up. However, this was simply a mode of thinking, a way of talking about, and a means of coping with the Occupation.


Another influence on Violet Carey’s writing which served to maintain the sense of Island identity is the principle of honour. The importance of honour in the situation whereby people of one nationality are occupied by people of an enemy nationality is demonstrated in Ambrose Sherwill’s speech to the States at the beginning of the Occupation. Sherwill announced that this was to be a ‘model occupation’, ‘on the one hand tolerance on the part of the military authority and courtesy and correctness on the part of the occupying forces, and, on the other, dignity and courtesy and exemplary behaviour on the part of the civilian population’.95 This is a clear example of how the Island authorities expected the Islanders to behave. The principle of honour and correct conduct became an etiquette, another linguistic framework, within which the German Occupation and the whole war could be discussed in an acceptable way.


The following extracts illustrate the role of honour in Violet Carey’s narrative:
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