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Migration to the island of Jersey is in no way a recent phenomenon, 
and in this chapter, I establish many of the migratory movements that 
characterise Jersey’s historical development up to and after World War 
II. Through a consideration of island theory as outlined in Chapter 2, 
I start to reflect on the significance of Jersey’s configuration as an island 
of movement and the pivotal role of the sea in shaping the ethnic and 
linguistic composition of the Island. Among other things, my argument 
explores the Island’s long-standing connections with both France and 
Britain as a stopping off point for trade and provisions and as a source 
of seasonal labour.

I begin far back in time by considering human movement across land 
and sea in order to establish the provenance of the earliest inhabitants. 
The importance of Jersey’s annexation to Normandy in the tenth cen-
tury and the influx of Norman French speakers are key factors in the 
development of the Island’s population and language, as is the subse-
quent decision to declare allegiance to the English Crown, since these 
events paved the way for the many invasion attempts and linguistic 
conflict that typify the Island’s history. I discuss how, after the Island’s 
scission from Normandy and France, further groups of French  speakers 
continued to settle on the Island and to play an influential role in its 
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characterisation, but how the nineteenth-century arrival of English 
tourists paved the way for British immigration on a much larger scale, 
resulting in a marked shift in the Island’s urban identity through the 
development of a highly Anglicised society as well as the linguistic dom-
inance of English. Conversely, I also appraise important socioeconomic 
factors and events that, through economic migration, shaped what is 
often seen as the ethnic configuration of the Island’s multilingual, rural 
and manual labour population. Central to my subsequent discussion is 
the archival research of Alien Registration Cards, through which I con-
textualise early twentieth-century migratory movement to the Island.

My discussion of the World War II Occupation of Jersey is a note-
worthy aspect of Jersey identification and heritage as I focus primar-
ily on its impact on and repercussions for the population, rather than 
adopting a chronological account of events. Here, I am particularly 
interested in how representations and articulations of shared identity, 
reinforced by language practices, became pivotal to both the popula-
tion’s means of withstanding the occupying forces’ presence and as a 
means of facing up to their perceived abandonment by the mainland 
British authorities. My discussion also develops the earlier exploration 
of conceptualisations of Jersey as a potentially bounded space in the 
context of its vulnerability to Nazi invasion as well as issues surround-
ing national and ethnic identities, using, for example, the UNESCO 
German Occupation Registration Cards.

My final discussion in this chapter centres on out-migration as a key 
characteristic of island life. Once again, I return to the significance of 
the coastline and the sea for movement away from the Island in times 
of economic hardship, and I examine the phenomenon of return. This 
migratory movement thus serves to underline my discussion in Part II 
of island identity, heritage and islandness.

The Pre-Norman Era: Invasion and Conquest

Relatively little is known about the Channel Islands and their peoples 
before they were integrated into the Duchy of Normandy in the tenth 
century, and what is known has largely been gleaned from archaeological 
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and geological evidence. Around 8000 years ago, during the post-glacial 
Mesolithic period, the largest tsunami ever recorded hit the European 
landmass. Until then, what we now know as Britain had been a peninsula; 
its various islands and protectorates part of the landform as a whole as the 
Irish and North Seas as well as the English Channel were dry land. The 
movement of hunter-gatherers across the landmass was thus unimpeded 
by substantial bodies of water (indeed, on Jersey there is good evidence of 
cave dwellings from the Palaeolithic era (Hunt 2007: 12)), but as sea levels 
rose, such low lying land became flooded, effectively creating the config-
uration of island nations we have today. Henceforth, passage across land 
back to the European landmass by the small populations of early modern 
humans marooned on these islands was prevented by the sea (Lane 2011).

Although some 20% of the total population of mainland Britain may 
have been recent immigrants at the start of the Neolithic era (around 
the fifth century BC), massive expansion and migration through Europe 
and across the waterways to British have largely been discounted (see, 
for example, Thomas 1999, 2013). Nonetheless, well-preserved archaeo-
logical evidence of Neolithic settlement to Jersey, such as La Hougue Bie 
ritual ceremonial site and other passage and gallery graves, burial cham-
bers, cist-in-circles and standing stones dating from 4800 to 2250 BC, 
supports the claim of significant Neolithic migration to—and a degree 
of social organisation on—at least Jersey, the population of which at the 
time is estimated to have stood at around 2000 (Boleat 2015: 2; see also 
Sebire 2005; Patton 2002). It is unrealistic to try and determine accu-
rately the origins of the Neolithic presence on Jersey, although archaeo-
logical evidence discussed in Driscoll (2011: 69) appears to support an 
early Breton influence. Interestingly, one of the main tenets of Driscoll’s 
thesis is how the prehistoric Islanders defined their own identity and 
engaged with the world around them, trading goods and gaining knowl-
edge and expertise through various inter-island and island-mainland 
alliances and networks. Later, Bronze Age excavations reinforce the exist-
ence of sea routes with sites in northern France and southern Britain, 
facilitated by their geographical proximity. Some hoards even contain 
objects from Scandinavia (ibid.: 72; 75), suggesting that a degree of 
maritime traffic to the Islands—be it for trade of nefarious reasons such 
as pirateering—was occurring from even further afield than France and 
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mainland Britain. It is probable, therefore, that over the centuries, innu-
merable groups en route to and from Britain, France and beyond landed 
on the Channel Islands to rest up, take on board provisions, etc., and 
that some settlement resulted as an indirect consequence of this move-
ment. These early voyages and forays to the Islands across the sea from 
the French coast would have had to deal with extremely strong local sea 
currents and the vast tidal range, particularly at spring tide around the 
rocky south-east corner of Jersey (Le Dain 1997: 109).1

In the Celtic era, the Channel Islands were integrated into the 
Gaulish Empire of Armorica and seafaring tribes of Brittany such as 
the Curiosolites, whose shipbuilding skills appear to have been equal 
to those of the Romans, established important trading routes across the 
English Channel, taking wine and other goods from southern Europe 
to Britain, where Jersey and Guernsey became stopping off points: on 
Jersey, landing sites were established in accessible sheltered bays dotted 
around the Island. The transportation of people as well as goods, par-
ticularly from the Celtic strongholds of Cornwall and Ireland, may also 
have occurred (Le Dain 1997: 79), although this is difficult to confirm.

By the time Julius Caesar conquered Gaul in 52 BC, the Channel 
Islands had become part of the Province of Lyonnais and thus, part of 
the Roman Empire itself. Across Europe, the Romans had made huge 
territorial gains, and mainland Britain, for example, underwent substan-
tial transformations in its infrastructure as a Roman colony for nearly 
four centuries. Yet there appears to have been little economic bene-
fit to the Romans in establishing a significant Roman community on 
Jersey at least.2 Part of the problem seems to have been the lack of a 
decent deep-water harbour. The Jersey historian Doug Ford comments 
that Guernsey probably developed as a Roman trading centre and local 
seat of administration due to its accessible and safe water anchorage at  
St. Peter Port (Ford 1995: 2); however possibly as it had no such natural 
harbour that was large, deep and safe enough to take Roman vessels, 
Jersey was left to its own devices for some time after the initial Roman 
incursions (no author 2010).

Yet, as part of the large unified Roman Empire and trading network, a 
degree of Romanisation of the Island’s infrastructure was ultimately inev-
itable.3 Indeed, the recent archaeological discovery of a Roman dwelling, 



3 Historical Migrations: Jersey as a Multicultural Space     47

pottery, skeletons and other cultural artefacts from the same era (no 
author 2010) points to some settlement. A hoard of coins found by two 
amateur metal detectorists in the east of the Island in 2012 and initially 
reported to contain many Roman coins was vaunted as proof of a sig-
nificant Roman presence. However, it later became clear that it actually 
comprised many Iron Age coins of Celtic provenance similar to that of 
other hoards found on Jersey (no author 2012), reinforcing the belief 
that in the first century BC groups of Gauls regularly fled to the Channel 
Islands to escape the onslaught in what is now France (Hunt 2007: 14).4

By AD 410, the last Roman troops in Britain were called away to 
fight elsewhere and never returned to British waters. Exacerbated by 
endemic internal divisions, the ensuing power vacuum on the main-
land was filled by marauding Nordic invaders, Vikings from the north 
and many Celts thus fled to settle in what they named ‘Lesser Britain’: 
Bretagne or Brittany. Once again, the Channel Islands acted as a  
stopping off point, with some settling there during the fifth and sixth 
centuries AD, although they appear to have little impact on the overall 
population size (no author 2010; see also Hunt 2007: 15).

The Medieval Period: The Duchy of Normandy 
and the English Crown

The geographical location of the Channel Islands, near to the French 
coast but accessible from southern England, played a pivotal role in 
the later establishment of a significant local population. Throughout 
the ninth century, Viking invaders made systematic incursions on the 
Channel Islands, establishing sporadic settlements on Jersey in particu-
lar (ibid.: 18). However, the Islands remained politically linked to the 
independent Breton kingdom until the Norman invasion of 933, often 
considered to be a pivotal date in their history and in their relationship 
and association with the northern territories of what would ultimately 
become the nation of France. In 911, the French Crown had relin-
quished the lands around Rouen, henceforth known as Normandy, to 
the Viking chief Rollo, in exchange for assurances of no further incur-
sions into French territories.5 However, in 933, Rollo’s son, William 
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Longsword, seized the Cotentin Peninsula and the Channel Islands 
(Hunt 2007: 18), effectively annexing them as Norman territories and 
adding the lands of Brittany and Lower Normandy by the early elev-
enth century. The Viking settlers in Normandy appear to have quickly 
embraced local culture and norms, losing their Scandinavian customs, 
adopting the French language and becoming Christians (ibid.: 18).

This association of the Islands with the Duchy of Normandy as per-
sonal estate lasted over 200 years. When William IV defeated the English 
at Hastings and became William I of England in 1066, he united the 
Duchy—and hence the Channel Islands—with England under the same 
sovereign leader (Le Caudey 1999: 8–9). However, the pivotal year in the 
Islands’ fortunes was 1204, when the French Crown conquered Normandy 
from King John. Although William’s close heirs had chosen to settle in 
England, retaining control over their lands in northern France and the 
Islands from afar (Le Feuvre 2005: 29), the advent of the feudal system had 
created fiefdoms on Jersey and Guernsey, the largest presided over by pow-
erful Norman Seigneurs or Lords of the Manor (Hunt 2007: 18). Rather 
than becoming part of the nation of France and lose their wealth, lands and 
influence in the Channel Islands, these barons made a choice that was to 
play a vital role in determining the Islands’ future. By declaring their fidel-
ity to King John, they ensured that the Islands remained part of the English 
territories as his personal possession (Le Dain 1997: 80), and it is highly 
probable that in return for this loyalty the King granted them certain privi-
leges and rights pertaining to self-determination (Le Feuvre 2005: 30) that 
have had a far-reaching impact on legislation regarding their status in rela-
tion to Britain, as we saw in Chapter 1. Furthermore, the consequent influx 
of British subjects caused for example, the population of Jersey at the time, 
to grow to over 6000 people (Boleat 2015: 2).

The Middle Ages: The Anglo-
French Battleground

By the mid-thirteenth century, France had ostensibly given up any 
strong claim to the Channel Islands. However, the Islands’ geographical 
position meant that in reality the French continued to contest their gov-
ernance for the next seven centuries (Nettles 1992: 21), since possession 
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by the English Crown of lands so close to mainland France was of stra-
tegic importance to both nations. The English viewed the Islands as 
their first line of defence against invasion by France in ensuing conflicts, 
as ‘Jersey became the outpost of England’ (Nettles 1992: 21), and the 
French in turn regarded them as a threat to their own defences, a tacti-
cally important position from which the English could launch attacks 
on the French coast. Successive attempts to capture Jersey by the French 
were nearly always repelled either by local effort, by the intervention of 
the English fleet or by an alliance between both (Hunt 2007: 21).

The continual use of Jersey as an Anglo-French battleground led, 
inevitably, to English troops spending time there, although this was 
often under protest: even the appointed island governors often chose 
not to live on Jersey, believing that being stationed there was a dead-
end job. Le Feuvre’s comments are intended to reflect the feelings of 
the day: ‘There was certainly no reason why anybody, apart for the local 
population, should choose to live in the Island. The British troops, for 
example, did so only because they had to’ ‘[…] there was no special 
advantage for anybody hopeful of advancement in taking up anything 
but temporary residence in Jersey’ (2005: 34–35).

This, of course, was patently not the case for the more well-off local 
inhabitants of the era. Leading Seigneurial landowning families were 
often educated at Oxford, yet returned to Jersey to govern the farming of 
their lands. However, this educational advantage afforded them further 
opportunity for advancement and power. Knowledge of English court 
law and a competent command of the English language meant that 
many became Jurats and Bailiffs of the Jersey legal system, whilst others 
became Militia officers and merchant adventurers (Hunt 2007: 29).

Part of the disinterest in settlement on Jersey at this time was once 
again to do with its relative remoteness from the seats of power back in 
England, and even getting there was fraught with danger. In the seven-
teenth century, privateers started to patrol the coastal waters against the 
French, as I discuss below (Nettles 1992: 21) but they were also a poten-
tial threat to alien seaborne vessels. Furthermore, the local language, 
customs and lack of economic opportunities (Le Feuvre 2005: 34) were 
seen as barriers to integration, from the perspective of the English at 
least, an issue I return to with regards to the more contemporary situa-
tion in Chapter 5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97565-8_5
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Yet the language may very well be a significant reason why the 
Channel Islands became the destination of a few thousand Huguenots, 
French Calvinists who arrived in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Fleeing from religious persecution in France (Nettles 1992: 25), most 
refugees had scattered widely throughout northern Europe, South Africa 
and North America. On Jersey, Jersey Norman French was widely spo-
ken both by the landowning gentry and by the general populace and may 
have greatly facilitated linguistic integration, since most refugees came 
from Normandy due to familial links on the Island (Powell 1988a: 12). 
Measures to convert the local population to Protestantism during the 
Reformation had been taken under Edward VI, and the religious form 
adopted had come from France, not England, so Jersey was generally 
sympathetic to the strict Calvinist ethos (Ward Rutherford 1976: 28–29).

Le Feuvre describes the Huguenots as ‘men and women of severe 
conscience and considerable intelligence’ (2005: 34). Many were 
well-educated and skilled craftspeople, whose contribution to the 
improvement of the economic infrastructure of the Island was signifi-
cant, as we see below. Their visible economic impact and public pres-
ence were no doubt reinforced by their Protestantism, which that sat 
comfortably with the somewhat conservative and parochial outlook of 
the local population. Even Jersey’s most influential families converted 
to the Calvinist faith, such as the de Carterets, the wealthiest of the 
Seigneurial families who held allegiance to the English Crown (Ward 
Rutherford 1976: 29).

Ultimately, relatively few Huguenots settled on Jersey, preferring 
instead to move to England, the New World or to return to France once 
persecution ended, and this is reflected in estimates of population size at 
the time, however imprecise, but ranging from 10,000 to 20,000 people 
(Boleat 2015: 2; Baker 1844: 59). Although a somewhat essentialised 
perspective, Powell postulates that the outward-looking perspective of 
the Huguenots may be part of a so-called ‘immigrant identity’, a point 
reconsidered in Chapter 5:

Not only are immigrants often enterprising, but they also tend to be out-
ward looking. They tend to be less trapped by their environment, being 
less rooted to the soil than the native stock. (Powell 1988b)6
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Several accounts reveal the presence of other nationalities on the Island 
in the eighteenth century, a period of severe political tension between 
Britain and France in Channel waters. In his account of famous char-
acters from Jersey history, Nettles comments that in 1781 Scottish 
soldiers were based on the Island, and David Bandinel, a famous 
Parliamentarian during the Civil War, had arrived years earlier as a 
impoverished Italian immigrant (1992: 21–25; 40–41). Yet despite the 
political strife in existence in Europe, the majority of migrants at this 
time were somewhat better heeled. During the French Revolution, for 
example, many French Roman Catholic refugees, including Royalists 
and members of the clergy, fled to the Island. According to the offi-
cial census at the beginning of the nineteenth century, in nearly twenty 
years Jersey’s population increased by over 10% at least, to 22,855 
(Boleat 2015: 2).

This French migration was an essentially pragmatic move, since Jersey 
was now seen as both a familiar and safe, but relatively close haven (Le 
Dain 1997: 64) should these refugees be ever able and want to return to 
France. The pervading religious intolerance on the Island no doubt was 
a factor in decisions to return, since the Island’s earlier conversion to 
the Protestant faith had involved the systematic removal of all signs of 
Catholicism, and the quallies law of 1793 forbade any foreigner of the 
Roman Catholic church from living in Jersey or from marrying a local 
girl (Le Caudey 1999: 84)7:

Under the 1635 Act […] Aliens were not permitted to live in the Island 
nor marry a Jersey woman without the permission of the Governor. 
Roman Catholics were not permitted to establish themselves in the Island 
without the permission of a Civil Magistrate as well as the Governor. By 
way of contrast the Act states that all Protestants, of good character, were 
to be received with encouragement. (Powell 1988a: 12)

Furthermore, the Napoleonic Wars underlined the continuing mis-
trust of France’s intentions by prompting the very real fear that Jersey 
would be invaded once again. When the Wars ended in 1815, the 
instigation of peace between England and France once again made sea 
voyages in the region less treacherous, prompting significant increases 
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in net migration to the Island over the next few decades. Indeed, as at 
other periods in Jersey’s history, increases and decreases in population 
rates have been significantly affected not by the numbers of births and 
deaths on the Island, but, rather, by net migration. The Island’s popula-
tion increased annually by over 2% from 1821s figure of 28,855 (Hunt 
2007: 44), and nineteenth-century numbers peaked at 57,020 in 1851 
(Boleat 2015: 20), a figure that includes the arrival of Polish, Russian, 
Hungarian, Italian and French political refugees after 1848 (ibid.: 6).

The Nineteenth Century: Tourists and Residents

In 1823, the first reliable passenger paddle steamer crossing between 
mainland Britain and Jersey was introduced, facilitating and reinforc-
ing links between the mainland and the Channel Islands as a whole and 
paving the way for tourism as well as the more permanent immigration 
discussed further in Chapter 4. By 1824, there were two reliable weekly 
steamer services to Jersey and Guernsey from Southampton, rapidly 
superseded by a regular daily service (Le Caudey 1999: 99–100). On 
Jersey, small hotels started to spring up, and as more mainland tourists 
arrived, local dwellings were converted into boarding houses.

Yet more permanent visitors started to arrive, with the period of rapid 
population growth on Jersey in the first half of the nineteenth century 
due in no small part to retirement immigration from the British main-
land. By the 1820s, Britain was in the throes of significant social and 
political upheaval, and many affluent citizens were penalised financially 
by punitive legislation regarding taxation and inheritance duties. In line 
with my discussion in Chapter 2 of scapes of romantic isolation (Hay 
2006: 25), many military officers and senior colonial officials retired 
to the Channel Islands on half pay, their numbers swollen by former 
employees in public administration. Attracted by a favourable economic 
climate, the low, tax-free cost of living, the balmy weather, the more lei-
surely pace of life and, perhaps, the notion of arriving on a small island 
that conjured up both feelings of exoticism akin to that of the dominions 
and colonies of the British Empire but also of a home from home, an 
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extension to mainland Britain from which they could easily escape and 
return by ferry (Monteil 2005: 238), these prosperous migrants were 
largely unaware of their cultural impact on the Island. Most settled in 
and around the capital St. Helier, at the time a relatively small, provincial 
town that with the arrival of the Huguenots had grown from a mediae-
val fishing village consisting of around 300 dwellings clustered around 
a parish church. The newly established British community comprised 
around 5000 individuals by the early 1840s (Boleat 2015: 20), some 
21% of the total population of the Island (ibid.: 63). Having few money 
worries and plenty of time on their hands, they were able to maintain 
closed, exclusive social networks and spent their time frequenting pri-
vate clubs, playing golf, strolling along the coast, picnicking in the parks 
and countryside, playing bridge and attending cocktail parties. Yet their 
influence on the Island was significant in other ways as well, since the 
British began to exert a considerable impact on the cultural and politi-
cal infrastructure. Thus, they took steps to change certain local legisla-
tive measures (Monteil 2005: 276) and commissioned the construction 
of fine buildings and crescents modelled largely on Regency architecture 
(Le Dain 1997: 93). With the addition of a new harbour, the conurba-
tion of St. Helier started to expand substantially under the British influ-
ence, cementing the perception of ‘the gradual Anglicisation of all aspects 
of life’ (Le Dain 1997: 93) on the Island. The establishment of strong 
network ties between members of the English-speaking ingroup effec-
tively excluded the majority of the receiver population from the signifi-
cant reconfiguration of the Island’s urban linguistic landscape at least, an 
issue discussed further in Chapter 5. Nettles (1992: 16) wryly comments 
about this period: ‘It is the end of the relatively short process of making 
the island more English and less Norman French that began at the end 
of the Napoleonic Wars […] the old distinctive ways and customs of the 
island began to change’. Maugham boasts that:

‘Society in Jersey, we should imagine, is in few if in any respects dissimilar 
from that which you would find in Cheltenham, Bath, or any of those 
residential centres wherein Britons of the Service and official classes, on 
retirement from active service, have made a home’ (Maugham 1950: 127)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97565-8_5
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The Nineteenth Century: Economic Migration

Although the small island infrastructure had once been incompatible 
with industrialisation initiatives, the years from 1821 to 1851 saw great 
economic expansion on Jersey, boosted to some extent by the arrival of 
these wealthy British retirees and their local spending potential (Boleat 
2015: 20). In a series of newspaper articles chronicling the lengthy 
 connections between France and Jersey, the former States Economic 
Adviser Colin Powell explains that the optimum conditions for eco-
nomic growth and prosperity—freedom of trade and an absence of 
tax and import duties, a plentiful supply of provisions and goods from 
France and the British colonies and cheap building materials—were to 
slot neatly into place (1998c: 12). Some Local Islanders were able to take 
advantage of the better employment opportunities afforded by urban 
expansion, effectively generating a small but significant rural exodus  
that necessitated an influx of labour from elsewhere. Seasonal, economic 
migrants thus became an integral part of Jersey’s infrastructure during 
the boom period of the first half of the nineteenth century.8

Initially, most migrants who arrived to carry out the planting and 
harvesting came from Ireland and mainland Britain, largely as a result of 
the Irish potato famine and widespread agricultural depression (Crossan 
2007: 150). Cornish quarrymen and other semi-skilled workers, severely 
incapacitated by the Industrial Revolution and its seismic changes to 
the British economic landscape, also arrived on Jersey to work on the 
capital building projects commissioned by new British residents, in the 
newly invigorated shipbuilding industry as well as on other major con-
struction projects financed by the British Government, such as a new 
network of roads, Fort Regent and St. Catherine’s breakwater (Boleat 
2015: 6; Crossan 2007: 95; Hunt 2007: 44; Ford 1995: 5). However, 
the Island’s population remained quite static at around 55,000, since 
many immigrants were replacing Jersey-born emigrants to the Americas 
or Australia, as we see later. The fact that most of the new arrivals spoke 
English was to provoke significant changes in the Island’s linguistic 
landscape, an important issue I discuss in more detail in Chapter 5.

As the economic climate started to improve, the Irish began to return 
to Ireland. A comparison of the 1851 and 1911 Jersey Census shows a  
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drop from some 2704 people to 510 by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, equal to a reduction from 4.7 to 1% of the total population of 
the Island (Boleat 2015: 26; 63; see also Fitzgerald and Lambkin 2008). 
The new wave of economic migrants from Brittany and, to a lesser 
extent, Normandy were also escaping severe penury. Brittany in particu-
lar was an extremely poor backwater of France, with few employment 
prospects for its burgeoning population (Le Feuvre 2005: 133) outside 
their own important agricultural seasons. This then, was once again a 
particular type of migratory process: although Jersey could perhaps be 
considered at the time an attractive place to live, like the vast major-
ity of Irish and British migrants before them, the Bretons and Normans 
were not interested in Jersey as an island paradise as outlined in Chapter 
2. For them, migration was a sheer instrumental necessity, part of a 
more general pattern of rural exodus in France.

In his monograph on the migration of French nationals to Jersey from 
the 1850s to the 1950s, Monteil contests that arrival on Jersey was sim-
ply a consequence of the Island’s location within reach of the Brittany 
coast as well as the availability of employment (2005: 274). French 
migrants were also willing to work for less money than British labourers: 
more often than not these manual workers came to Jersey informally, 
on a ‘goodwill’ nod of the head (ibid.: 108). They provided a regular 
and reliable source of seasonal labour, employed at various times of the 
year to sow seed potatoes and tomatoes, to harvest crops and to prepare 
the soil for next season’s planting (Boleat 2015: 21). When there was lit-
tle work, they were required to leave the Island and return to France, 
albeit with valuable remittances. Le Feuvre’s detailed account of the rural 
characterisation of Jersey offers an evocative assessment of the significant 
contribution made by the Bretons to agriculture well into the twenti-
eth century: he comments ‘At one time the Bretons came on a contract 
of perhaps no more than six weeks merely to dig the early potato crop, 
to help with the hay harvest and hoe the root crops’ (ibid.: 137). The 
somewhat informal nature of agreements between farmers and the hired 
labour meant that there were no guarantees of employment, which often 
caused huge problems for the authorities on the Island (Monteil 2005: 
100). Some years seasonal workers would arrive before the harvest was 
ready for picking; other years too many migrants arrived at the same 
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time, so regular work was difficult to find and many were thus forced 
to beg on the streets of St. Helier. Accommodation, often in damp, cold 
and overcrowded hangars, was generally located on the farmer’s land, so 
that seasonal workers were on site all the time and worked the maxi-
mum hours possible. By the end of the nineteenth century, the situation 
had become so acute the Jersey States appointed a commission to inves-
tigate the situation de la maniere la plus < depassionnee > possible [‘in the 
most impartial way possible’] (ibid.: 163). The first official legislation to 
specifically control French immigration was enacted in the early twen-
tieth century, in an attempt to formalise and control migration move-
ment (ibid.: 108–110),9 although accommodation issues were still acute 
on certain farms as recently as twenty years ago, as we see in Part II. 
In an attempt to remain more permanently on the Island, a number of 
male Breton workers became farm tenants in order to circumvent Jersey’s 
stringent property laws on alien ownership of land (Hunt 2007: 44), 
whilst others married local women and bought smallholdings outright in 
their wives’ names (Channel Islands Study Group 1944: 5).

Breton labourers were an integral part of Jersey’s rural landscape until 
just after World War II (Beswick 2007: 98) when they were employed 
to pick the tomato crop, although by then their numbers were often 
bolstered by ‘scores of lively Welsh girls (who) arrived each summer to 
sort and pack the fruit for export […]’ (Le Feuvre 2005: 142). Away 
from the countryside, many French workers registered by the 1841 
Census were also working in St. Helier as ship carpenters, shoemakers 
and servants, and the French hotels that were springing up employed 
French managers and staff (Powell 1988c: 12), although the 1851 
Census shows that the British population continued to be the most sig-
nificant in terms of numbers.

The Aliens Restriction Act: Migrant Registration

By 1871, the overall population of Jersey had risen sharply to its high-
est of the century, with some 56,627 people registered as living on the 
Island (Monteil 2005: 84). Boleat (2015) offers an overview of these 
figures and their implications. The 1851 Census had recorded the 
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number of French nationals as 3.5% of the overall Jersey population, 
compared to the figure of 20.5% for those born on the British main-
land. By the 1871 Census, some 7.2% of the population were registered 
as French-born, with the British mainland population being registered 
as 15.6%; by 1901, French numbers reached their peak of 11.4%, with 
the British seeing the largest drop that century, to 10.9% (ibid.: 57, 63). 
Furthermore, numbers were swollen every spring by the hundreds of 
predominantly French-speaking seasonal workers not recorded on the 
Census (ibid.: 3; 38; Monteil 2005: 85).10 Reflecting perhaps the over-
riding unease of the period regarding these shifts in migrant origin, par-
ticularly within urban areas (Boleat 2015: 31–38), a report published 
by the state-endorsed special committee on immigration in 1906 began 
by portraying the cyclical movement of outward and inward migration 
as the replacement of young, enterprising individuals by foreign work-
ers who were poorly educated and far less qualified. By emphasising the 
need to be able to distinguish between those migrants who were ‘desira-
bles’ and those who were not, the report highlighted the increase in the 
numbers of children born on the Island to French parents—from 23% 
in 1843 to some 30% in 1901—and suggested that by 1921 this figure 
would equal the number of births to Jersey-born fathers. Questioning 
the impact this would have on Jersey’s social and political infrastructure, 
the report concluded that formal registration of foreign workers was 
warranted. The intention is clear; the report conceptualises the influx 
of migrant workers as a redoubtable attack. Although an unarmed inva-
sion, it was nonetheless seen as a threat to the civil rights and liberties of 
Jersey people.

Of course, the juxtaposition of British and French immigrants 
does not tell the whole story of nineteenth-century and early twen-
tieth-century migration to Jersey. On the 17 February 1920, the 
States adopted the doctrines of the 1914 English Aliens Restrictions 
Act, ratified by the UK Parliament and amended in 1919, whereby 
all so-called ‘aliens’ over sixteen years of age on the Island had to reg-
ister with the Immigration Office and carry papers to this effect.11 In 
2015, the Jersey Heritage Archives released a set of online digitised 
files of the surviving microfilms of such registration cards of and other 
documentation pertaining to those who were living on the Island at  
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the time. The set is incomplete: in theory, for example, there were 
some 3892 registration cards of individuals born in the nineteenth 
century, but at the time of writing the Archive has managed to digit-
ise just over 1500 cards. Moreover, as the Act did not apply to British 

Table 3.1 Jersey Registration Card foreign nationals born before 1900a

aSee online at: http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/ 

110230194?source=descendants (last accessed 23/02/18)

Designated nation-

ality on registration 

card

Individuals Other nationality at 

birth
Reason for acquired 

nationality

1. Argentina 1
2. Austria 6 British (2) Marriage
3. Belgium 3 British (1) French (1) Marriage
4. Czechoslovakia 3 Jersey (1) Marriage
5. Denmark 1
6. France 1207 British (5) Canadian 

(1) Guernsey (1) 

Dutch (1) Jersey 

(85) Sark (1)

Marriage

7. Germany 12 British (2) French (1) 

Jersey (1)

Marriage

8. Greece 3
9. Holland 11 British (1) Guernsey 

(1) Irish (1)

Marriage

10. Hungary 1 Jersey (1) Marriage
11. Iran 1
12. Italy 10 Jersey (2) Marriage
13. Japan 1
14. Norway 1
15. Palestine 1 Designated 

‘stateless’
16. Persia 1
17. Portugal 1 British (1) Marriage
18. Romania 1
19. Russia 5 British (1) Marriage
20. South Africa 1
21. Spain 5
22. Switzerland 6 Dutch (1)

Jersey (1)

Marriage (1)

Naturalisation (1)
23. Uruguay 1
24. USA 26 French (3) Jersey (2)

British (3) Jersey (2)

Marriage (5)

Naturalization (5)

http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110230194?source=descendants
http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110230194?source=descendants
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individuals born elsewhere, overall figures are indicative only of the 
nationality of other incomers to the Island.

Table 3.1 illustrates the number of migrants born before 1900 who 
were present on Jersey at some time from 1920 onwards. Some arrived 
in the late 1800s and early 1900s and were allocated some of the first 
registration cards in 1920, with those who arrived after 1920 being allo-
cated cards soon after disembarkation.

Many of the women registered had been born on Jersey yet were 
assigned their husband’s nationality, which was often French, through mar-
riage. Aside from the British mainland presence, French nationals were the 
predominant migrant population to Jersey around the end of the nine-
teenth century, and their registration cards confirm that most were from 
the northern regions, particularly Brittany and Normandy. There were also 
individuals from twenty-three other countries on the Island, but their num-
bers appear to have been small. Apart from those born annually to French 
nationals, the percentage of individuals born on Jersey between 1901 and 
1916 to parents with alien status is also minor, as shown in Table 3.2.12

Table 3.2 Registration Card foreign nationals born on Jersey 1901–1916a

aSee online at: http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110 

230194?source=descendants (last accessed 23/02/18)

Year born on 

Jersey

Total number 

of individuals

French 

nationals (by 

parentage)

French 

nationals (by 

marriage)

Other nation-

alities (by 

parentage)

1901–1903 150 106 24 20
1904 49 37 7 5
1905 63 45 10 8
1906 54 39 4 11
1907 60 48 2 10
1908 60 41 10 9
1909 76 60 4 12
1910 79 51 4 24
1911 46 31 1 14
1912 57 35 3 19
1913 46 36 3 7
1914 45 32 18 12
1915 32 19 – 13
1916 31 17 1 13
Totals 785 561 74 151

http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110230194?source=descendants
http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110230194?source=descendants
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Table 3.3 offers a breakdown by nationality of these children. 
Although some twenty-one different nationalities were present in this 
period, individual numbers are not significant, implying that their 
impact on the multicultural and multilinguistic configuration of Jersey 
was fairly marginal.

World War II: Invasion, Occupation, Legacy

There is little doubt that the German Occupation is the single most 
momentous episode of the history of the Channel Islands since 1204, 
the year the French Crown conquered Normandy and the Islands’ bar-

Table 3.3 Registration Card foreign nationals born on Jersey 1901–1916 by 

nationality (excludes French nationals)a

aSee online at: http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/ 

110230194?source=descendants (last accessed 23/02/18)

Country of 

nationality

Total births 

1901–1916

Other nationality at birth Reason for 

acquired 

nationality

Argentina 1
Austria 28
Belgium 7 Jersey (1) Marriage
China 1
Czechoslovakia 9 British (1) Marriage
Denmark 3 Jersey (1) Marriage
Dutch 1 Jersey (1) Marriage
Germany 18 Austrian (4) Naturalisation
Greece 2
Haiti 1
Holland 6 Jersey (2) Marriage
Hungary 1
Ireland 1
Italy 37 British (5) Austrian (1) Marriage
Poland 7 Jersey (1) South African (1) Marriage
Portugal 7 Jersey (1) Marriage
Russia 3
Spain 5 Jersey (1) Marriage
Switzerland 28 Jersey (1) French (2) Marriage
South Africa 3
USA 7 Jersey (1) Marriage

http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110230194?source=descendants
http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/archive/110230194?source=descendants
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ons elected to remain an English territory. The legacy of World War II  
continues to reverberate throughout the Islands, not only in the way it 
is now articulated in terms of heritage, but also in its impact on the 
self-identification and characterisation of the population, as I discuss in 
Part II of this book.

Many academic tomes concerned with the German invasion and the 
Occupation of the Channel Islands are largely historical, chronological 
accounts detailing the political dilemmas faced by both sides, military 
manoeuvres and tactics of invasion and fortification against counter-at-
tack (see, for example, King 1991). However, a few volumes integrate 
a socioeconomic and sociocultural approach, centring on what Sanders 
terms ‘the civilian face of the occupation’ (2005: xvi) by proffering an 
examination of the societal relationship between the German occupy-
ing forces and the local people.13 Indeed, Nazi doctrines potentially had 
far-reaching implications for Jersey in terms of shared, opposing expres-
sions of local, ingroup identities, but perhaps one of the most problem-
atic issues faced by Channel Islanders at the beginning of the conflict 
concerns their official demilitarisation in June 1940. Effectively, this left 
the Islands largely undefended and this, in turn, may have fostered a 
general idea that they had been abandoned by the British Government. 
In order to appreciate how the Occupation and its legacy are commod-
ified in twenty-first-century re-imaginings and representations of local 
identity, discussed in Chapter 5, we firstly need to understand the 
impact of demilitarisation on Jersey in particular.

Nationalism as a movement to defend political interests and inde-
pendence (Andersen 1991; Gellner 1983) serves to legitimise the desig-
nation of ‘nation’ as comprising of, and being defined by, a group of 
people who share some form of common ground (Barbour 2002: 
1–17). Initially, somewhat essentialised and reductionist representations 
of Channel Island patriotism were galvanised by the headline ‘At Last’ 
in local newspaper, the Jersey Evening Post on the 4 September 1939 
(Hillsdon 2004: 9–10) and the sense that Britain, its dominions and 
protectorates were ‘all in this together’ was further exacerbated by subse-
quent edicts issued by the British Government.

For a couple of months, normal island life resumed on Jersey; even 
the Tourism Committee somewhat incongruously offered optimistic 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97565-8_5


62     J. Beswick

platitudes to the fundamental moral question as to whether it was 
appropriate to holiday at such a time (ibid.: 11–14). Advertisements in 
the British press publicising holidays to the Island aimed to reassure and 
boost morale through idyllic pictorial depictions of beach holidays that 
invoked familiar tropes whilst at the same time, constructed a positive 
portrayal of Jersey once again as an imagined paradise island, a place 
of refuge and tranquillity. The emphasis on physical location reinforced 
the Island’s proximity to the mainland, but such images also displaced 
the experience of vacation from real-world events through a sense of 
space and harmony and utopic, sublime representations of island life. 
As Hillsdon points out, visiting British citizens were thus encouraged to 
feel psychologically dislocated from the harsh realities of a nation at war 
through a sense of otherworldliness and difference:

Situated as it is in the English Channel and sheltered by France, the geo-
graphical position of Jersey makes it the ideal resort for wartime holidays. 
Happily our Island is far removed from the theatre of war. The bays with 
their eternal sands, sea and sunshine together produce an atmosphere of 
peaceful tranquillity strangely different from the rest of the world. (ibid.: 12)

This reification of Jersey as both a physical and metaphorical place of 
safety and tranquillity, in line with my discussion in Chapter 2, may 
well have reflected the imaginings of the Islanders themselves at the 
time. Indeed, the belief that the Island would be defended to the hilt 
by British armed forces should the Germans attack (Sanders 2005: 12; 
Cruickshank 2004: 1–13) appears to have been fundamental to the way 
in which a sense of national identity was conceptualised. As earlier exam-
ples of Island patriotic fervour attest, ideological precepts regarding the 
value and significance of a homogeneous, shared identity and shared lan-
guage with mainland Britain to the Island’s security were commonplace, 
so it was with a general sense of shock and utter disbelief that the news of 
the Islands’ official demilitarisation was greeted by the population on the 
19th of June 1940 (Hillsdon 2004: 9; 18).

It is often reported that this decision was made by Churchill’s govern-
ment on humanitarian rather than military or strategic grounds, thus 
avoiding a massive loss of life by British troops in the event of invasion 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97565-8_2
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(see, for example, Sanders 2005; Cruickshank 2004). Yet by the time 
the Germans became aware of this tactic, they had already launched a 
series of air raids over the Channel Islands, culminating in a quick and 
relatively straightforward invasion on the 30 June. The myth of Jersey as 
invulnerable, a bounded space that was solid, defensible and impervious 
to conquest, was thus debunked.

The Channel Islands’ lack of involvement in World War I, together 
with their geographic isolation from the British mainland and seat of 
national government, had strengthened the generally held belief that they 
were strategically irrelevant to Hitler’s territorial ambitions (Ronayne 
2014), but their importance to his ideological aspirations regarding the 
invasion of mainland Britain quickly became clear. By securing troops on 
British soil for the first time, Hitler wanted to gain a psychological advan-
tage over the Allies (McLoughlin 1995), so the Islands were to function 
as a springboard towards the greater gain of invasion of mainland Britain 
and its ultimate subjugation to the German nation and language. Thus, 
the taking of the Channel Islands represented not only a strategic but also 
a symbolic victory of great propaganda value to the Germans.

Although the arrival of occupying forces on Jersey was a military 
action and not a migratory wave, the Occupation also requires some 
thematic consideration in the context of island life given its impact 
and legacy on articulations of island identities. We saw in Chapter 2 
that contemporary theoretical models of island, islandness and insu-
larity offer a generic framework that can encompass characteristics and 
settings shared by different island contexts. The inherent complexity of 
these interpretations may also be usefully framed by a thematic compar-
ison of interaction/connectivity and isolation, as discussed by Sanders 
(2005: 1), which, although seemingly disparate, are in effect intimately 
linked. From a practical perspective, the nature of island—its isolation, 
lack of natural resources, etc.—may inspire or even force its inhabitants 
to seek out external relationships and trade links, which may, in turn, 
foster a sense of knowledge about and appreciation of the world outside. 
On the other hand, from a more abstract perspective, this nature may 
also foster an almost idealistic sense of island as a paradise homeland, 
a sanctuary in times of strife and conflict from which all threatening 
connections overseas can be either severed or at the very least, ignored.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-97565-8_2
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This dichotomy is fundamental to our understanding of the Occupation 
of Jersey. At the time of invasion, the Channel Islands were relatively 
unsophisticated in terms of their economic infrastructure and the sea 
was still key to their ability to recognise both their shortcomings and 
their advantages as islands. Based on my account thus far, it would not 
be naïve to suggest that perceptions of fundamental island life have 
encapsulated the sea in three ways:

• As a centuries’ old resource for accessing and exploiting new overseas 
trading partners and for sanctioning the arrival of business-minded 
migrants, paramount for development and growth;

• As a provider of escape in times of hardship, allowing migrants to 
seek their fortunes elsewhere and to return; and

• As a natural resource in its own right, providing sustenance when 
other foodstuffs have been scarce.

The prolonged nature of the Occupation put paid to this, since it 
became clear that the role of the sea throughout history as a deter-
rent against invasion would now work to the advantage of the occu-
piers, to isolate the population from their allies by creating an island 
stronghold from which escape was extremely difficult. Yet the notion of 
life on Jersey as one of confinement was not entirely apparent in the 
first few months of the Occupation. It has been contended that some 
Islanders regarded the presence of German forces as a temporary nui-
sance and nothing more, calling them ‘the Visitors’ and treating them 
contemptuously ‘like another bunch of tourists who would return home 
when they had had their fill of sea, sun and fun’ (Sanders 2005: 173). 
Whether this was bravado or not, the situation changed fundamentally 
with the arrival of some 11,500, highly visible uniformed German sol-
diers (Hillsdon 2004: 7). The amassing of large numbers of occupiers 
and occupied appears to have engendered a claustrophobic and oppres-
sive atmosphere (Sanders 2005: 1–2), which was to have a profound 
impact on the way the local population interacted with the occupying 
forces, exacerbated no doubt by a pervading sense of rejection by the 
mainland British authorities. Furthermore, the building of defensive 
fortifications around the Island (Stephenson 2006) seriously forestalled 
the movement of maritime traffic; indeed, only towards the end of the  
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war were a few Islanders able to broach the blockades and escape by 
boat to the French coast (Patton 2014). Isolated from the outside world, 
Islanders thus became prisoners of their own island fortress, with Jersey 
a bounded space demarcated by its own geographical limits:

I went down into the town […] outside the Post Office another one 
(German Soldier) and I realized then that our communication with 
Britain had been cut. We were suddenly isolated […] Indeed, suddenly 
one realized that our home had become our prison. (Hillsdon 2004: 37)

As is well documented elsewhere, the most significant aspect of Nazi 
doctrine was that of nationality and creed.14 Nazi ideology dictated 
unification within one nation state as the Aryan master race of German 
speakers, necessitating the oppression and subsequent elimination of all 
ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity within minority groups. There is 
no reason why this doctrine of ethnic cleansing should not have had the 
most severe consequences for the Channel Islands and in particular for 
Jersey as an island of immigration. However, its role in Hitler’s strategic 
plans for an invasion of mainland Britain may have curtailed the most 
violent suppression, at least for the majority of the population since, led 
by high-ranking military commanders, the German armed forces were 
instructed to employ a strict code of conduct in order to demonstrate 
to the rest of Britain that there was nothing to be feared from life under 
the Third Reich (Sanders 2005: 188; Bard 2014: 48–54). Jersey was also 
a far from unpopular posting among non-military, high-ranking aris-
tocrats unused to warfare, who, as members of the Feldkommandantur 
(FK) civil affairs unit, were encouraged to develop a rapport with the 
Island’s local authorities (ibid.: 174–177) and to demonstrate toler-
ance and respect. One such officer was Baron Hans Max Von Aufsess, 
who chronicled an ‘Occupation Diary’ that offers us an insight into the 
pleasant lifestyle of many high-ranking Germans during the first part 
of the Occupation, the rapport with the local populations and impor-
tantly here, an insight into the multiethnic configuration of Jersey at 
the time of the Occupation. Although the tone is somewhat moralis-
tic and patronising at times (Sanders 2005: 182), a legacy perhaps of 
the era the diary was written in, Von Aufsess’ comments do imply a 
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degree of tolerance towards such populations in his comments regarding 
residency:

Every century has seen new groups of foreign nationals join the mix-
ture which is the population of the islands. Whereas, however, in former 
times, the islands have provided a refuge for those suffering from pov-
erty or persecution, in the last eighty years it is the wealthy who have 
settled down here. The stratum which [sic] owns the country houses 
was formed, almost exclusively, from English people. Many hundreds of 
Irish farm labourers have placed themselves at the disposal of the increas-
ingly prosperous farmers. Italians come as waiters, Dutchmen as garden-
ers, Frenchmen as business people, the Swiss as hotel managers, while 
Austrian, Hungarian and Polish girls came as nursery-governesses and 
housemaids. Many have married in the islands and become residents. In 
this the islands are a good deal ahead of the rest of the continent in their 
amalgam of the white national groups. (Von Aufsess 1985: 43–44)

Nonetheless, the Germans tightly controlled population movement 
and the whereabouts of individuals under the 1940 Registration and 
Identification of Persons (Jersey) Order. This compulsory registration 
process collected individuals’ personal details, including photos of the 
adults, place of birth, nationality and occupation, and issued every-
one over the age of fourteen with an identity card. These cards are now 
housed in the Jersey Heritage Archives in paper and microfiche format, 
and offer us a valuable snapshot of the multiethnic composition of Jersey 
in the late 1930s and early 1940s.15 Some migration from the Channel 
Islands occurred in the weeks prior to invasion, generally of individuals 
whose nationality marked them as adversaries, such as German and Italian 
nationals who had been working as waiters (Hillsdon 2004: 25).16 A local 
civilian evacuation plan had been put together in 1940 but although 
nearly half the Island’s total population—some 23,000 people—initially 
registered, only 6500 actually left the Island (Hamon 2015: 81; Hillsdon 
2004: 19–22). Evacuees generally comprised mothers with children below 
school age as well as men of military age who were enlisting in the British 
army (Laine 2009: 41), together with around 20% of the Island’s school-
children (Likeman 2012: 193). Most of those who stayed were swayed by 
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the local government’s advice that it was the best policy, usually reinforced 
by scare tactics regarding riots on the mainland, overcrowding on the 
ships and looting of empty properties on Jersey. On several occasions, the 
Germans used the registration card details to select individuals and groups 
for deportation, such as British officers who had served in World War I 
who were transferred to Germany, as well as those without permanent 
residency, such as men between 16 and 70 years of age not born on the 
Island but with British families (Hillsdon 2004: 132). Later on, this list 
included Jersey-born individuals and people of other nationalities, often 
designated as ‘undesirables’, ‘unreliables’ or ‘superfluous eaters’ (Sanders 
2005: 176), such epithets shorthand for political activists and agitators as 
well as petty criminals and those of another ethnicity or religion. By 1943, 
nearly 4000 individuals had been deported, most to internment camps in 
Germany (ibid.: 136–138) but some also to concentration camps (Hunt 
2007: 54). This was of course particularly the case for the Jewish popula-
tion, many of whom had already abandoned their businesses and homes 
to flee abroad or had been dispossessed of them by the Germans. Some 
had no choice but to remain on Jersey, since foreign Jews, as ‘aliens’, were 
not allowed to take up even temporary residence in mainland Britain for 
example (Fraser 2000; Sanders 2005: 132). Registration cards, marked 
with a red ‘J’ and a cross were compiled on the instruction of the German 
commanders (Hillsdon 2004), however some Jewish Islanders did not 
obey the order to register even if they had more than two Jewish grand-
parents. Sanders estimates that only eighteen individuals registered them-
selves as  Jews on Jersey and Guernsey  in 1940, somewhat fewer than the 
true total of thirty to fifty (2005: 132–133).

Out-Migration: Emigration Through the Ages

Considering how small Jersey is […] it is remarkable how many of its 
people have made some stir in the world. (Syvret 2011: 23–24)

Until now, I have focused my discussion of migration to those people who, 
for various reasons, were attracted to the Island and made their homes 
there, either temporarily or permanently, before World War II. However, 
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migration away from the Island has also been a key feature of the history of 
Jersey and island life. Certain influential local individuals left Jersey over the 
centuries, such as members of the de Carteret family (Syvret 2011: 23–24), 
often in search of adventure.17 Yet, the majority of emigrants migrated for 
far more instrumental reasons, out of necessity rather than choice.

Earlier, I contended that life in the Channel Islands of the Middle Ages 
was played out far from the hub of central governmental authority, with 
little intervention from England and its public servants in the Islands’ 
affairs. Furthermore, England’s rigid, hierarchical social structure was not 
replicated in the Islands (Le Feuvre 2005: 44–52). Of course, it would be 
an exaggeration to claim that this policy of non-intervention allowed for 
total social equality on Jersey, since the local Norman Seigneurs occupied 
an elevated position within the class system. Importantly, however, they 
did not wield sufficient power to wrest property or land from the rural 
population. As Le Feuvre points out, ‘All men had a voice and the popu-
lation was too small for it not to be heard’ (ibid.: 52). Social standing and 
status, as well as livelihood and familial heritage, relied heavily on such 
land ownership, and almost the entire rural population owned at least 
a couple of intensively worked acres divided into strips between several 
communally cultivated open fields. This situation was further enhanced 
by the movement away from pure self-sufficiency to the development of a 
cash income, based initially on knitted goods and then on other profita-
ble merchandise, as I discuss below.

We have already seen that island life on Jersey has long been linked 
to its coastline, with much of its commercial success being owed to the 
sea. Even rural workers would collect vraic, the local seaweed, for use 
as fertiliser on the fields or to dry and burn as fuel (Le Feuvre 2005: 
68). From the seventeenth century, the maritime legacy of the Channel 
Islands had also facilitated a spate of privateering whenever war broke 
out, with shipowners applying for official, auxiliary naval status that 
allowed them to continue to sail in the Channel and in doing so, to 
attack and plunder enemy ships. By the early nineteenth century, 
smuggling of contraband goods such as tobacco, brandy, gin and wine 
between the British and French mainlands became a less risky and more 
profitable enterprise (Boleat 2015: 6). Other less nefarious activities, 
such as shipbuilding, fishing and overseas trading, exploited Jersey’s 
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strategic geographical location at this time, what Le Feuvre (2005: 82) 
refers to as ‘a focal point, what one might call a marine crossroads, for 
sailing ships and so of commercial activity’. Ultimately, these lucrative 
successes paved the way for large-scale economic migration.

The expansion of the wooden shipbuilding industry and the con-
struction of more seaworthy vessels allowed for longer voyages away 
from the Channel trading routes to the more distant fishing grounds 
of the Americas (Boleat 2015: 6). As early as the 1600s, the Island’s 
fishermen were involved with the exploitation of cod sources off 
Newfoundland (Le Feuvre 2005: 82), and by the 1700s, Jersey mer-
chants had established permanent fishing bases in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence and had built a thriving deep-water fisheries empire and 
export business (Boleat 2015: 4; 20). The Jersey presence reached its 
apogee in the 1830s and 1840s, when up to 2500 sailors worked on 
over 100 vessels. Some married local women and settled in northeast 
Canada or across the border in New England. Boleat estimates there 
were 1237 Jersey-born people in Canada in 1837 and the 1871 Census 
recorded some 650 individuals (ibid.: 45–46). It is probable that these 
figures understate the true numbers who remained permanently, yet it 
appears that some merchant sailors did work seasonally and returned to 
Jersey every Autumn.18 Nonetheless, Jérriais was spoken widely in these 
areas, and it survived well into the middle of the twentieth century. 
However, in order to understand the increase in definitive emigration 
rates after the discoveries of the New World, I need briefly to go back to 
the economic infrastructure of the Island at the end of the Middle Ages.

Knitting as a cottage industry in the Channel Islands grew as an 
important offshoot of fishing and maritime trade. The development 
of the Newfoundland fishing grounds expanded the production of 
the tight-fitting, warm jumpers we now call jerseys (Le Caudey 1999: 
54–55). Yet knitting was also becoming an important home-based busi-
ness in both England and France and it took off as a commercially via-
ble export with the arrival of the Huguenots, who brought commercial 
nous and knowledge of intricate French patterns (Boleat 2015: 6; 19; 
Le Feuvre 2005: 83–84). As a departure for the rural population from 
traditional farming activities, who until then had lived off crop pro-
duction, livestock raising and inshore water fishing, knitting became ‘a 
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source of considerable wealth to the small-holding community’ (Hunt 
2007: 23).19 By the late seventeenth century, up to half of the active 
population was involved in the production of knitted stockings for 
export (Boleat 2015: 19). Ultimately, demand for wool far outstripped 
local supply, necessitating the import of duty-free supplies from 
England (Hunt 2007: 23). Thousands of stockings were produced and 
exported back again by experienced seaman traders (Le Feuvre 2005: 
84; 89–90), thus ensuring strong trade links with the British mainland.

Ironically, this success almost spelt disaster for the Island’s self-sus-
tainability, since the profitability of knitting far outstripped that of local 
fishing, harvesting crops and collecting vraic, were no longer workers’ 
top priority. Legislation that forbade knitting during the vraiking and 
harvest seasons and imposed strict quality controls on stockings pro-
duced for the export market (Ward Rutherford 1976: 45) was intro-
duced to ensure a more equitable balance between the production of 
goods for sale abroad as cash generators, and those for use at home, 
thus assuring the Island’s ability to be self-reliant (Le Feuvre 2005: 85), 
essential given the ever-present threat of war with France and potential 
isolation from overseas markets.

This situation could not last indefinitely. The rapid expansion of knit-
ting and the development of other agricultural commodities are often 
considered to be significant turning points in the socioeconomic history 
of Jersey (Le Feuvre 2005: 83) since they underline major changes in 
land use and land management that had a far-reaching impact on tra-
ditional agricultural practices. Cider production was superseded during 
the nineteenth century by Jersey cattle, the Jersey Royal potato and the 
Jersey tomato as valuable commodities (Boleat 2015: 20; 21).

Such changes also had a significant impact on emigration move-
ment. By the late 1500s, strip-farming and mutual ownership of com-
mon land, also prevalent in England until the Industrial Revolution, 
were giving way to separately owned and intensively worked small 
plots of land (Le Feuvre 2005: 45–46), a subsistence or smallholder 
type of farming. In theory, local inheritance laws carved up such plots 
between benefactors, but in practice this did not often happen. Before 
the 1700s, the eldest son inherited the family plot, leaving brothers to 
seek their fortunes elsewhere, often at sea and ultimately for many, in  
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the Americas. Irrespective of any spirit of adventure and desire to seek 
their fortune, as Le Feuvre suggests (2005: 34), second sons were eco-
nomic migrants with little choice but to seek employment elsewhere. 
Hunt comments that such individuals were ‘positively encouraged to 
emigrate to the new colonies of North America’ (2007: 30), and by 
1666, enforced emigration to British dominions of Ireland, New Jersey 
and New England was even tentatively proposed, although never carried 
out (Le Feuvre 2005: 57–58).

Nineteenth-century economic expansion on Jersey was profitable for 
many on the Island, but favoured middle-class landowners who took 
advantage of new agricultural opportunities and employed a largely 
immigrant—and cheap—workforce. By necessity, many locally born 
people thus emigrated to the British colonies of Australia and New 
Zealand (Boleat 2015: 4; Hunt 2007: 49), emboldened by active immi-
gration recruitment programmes and facilitated by the relative ease 
of linguistic integration. The lure of the Gold Rush also encouraged a 
degree of fortune seeking emigration, with up to 6000 people going to 
Australia from the Channel Islands between 1852 and 1855, although 
they did not generally settle as communities.20 A sharp downturn in 
economic activity on the Island meant that by the end of the nineteenth 
century more than 10,000 Jersey-born people had left for England in 
search of better work prospects (Boleat 2015: 4), with a substantial 
number, some 5935 in total, going to Guernsey (Crossan 2007: 73). 
At this time then, a lack of work opportunities was often the push fac-
tor for emigration, particularly for those who had moved to the Island 
from elsewhere, especially from France, and who were simply moving 
on again (Kelleher 1994: 199–200; Crossan 2007: 101).

Emigration to the USA was also prevalent in the nineteenth century, 
with economic opportunities in construction and agricultural practices 
attracting Jersey-born people with the requisite skills. The Californian 
Gold Rush of 1848 once again encouraged fortune seeking emigra-
tion, and for many, immigration to the Americas was definitive and 
permanent, unlike the Newfoundland example. Despite the influx of 
economic migrants, by the end of the nineteenth century, the Island’s 
overall population was in a steady decline; by 1901, it had fallen 7.8%; 
and by 1921, it was to fall 12.8% below the 1851 peak (Boleat 2015: 3).
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Chapter Summary

The main focus of this chapter has been the degree of influence and 
import of successive invasions, migrations and settlements throughout 
Jersey’s history as a spatially important island located in the sea between 
France and Great Britain. Indeed, the importance to the Island’s lin-
guistic configuration of the juxtaposition between Jersey’s annexation 
to Normandy and its subsequent decision to declare allegiance to the 
English Crown is underlined by the successive migratory movement 
from France and England, which played an important role in the con-
figuration of the population.

The societal, cultural and linguistic dominance of mainland British 
Migrant Islanders in the nineteenth century began the inexorable 
usurping of Jèrriais as the Island’s vernacular, explored in more detail 
in Part II of this book. However, the configuration of the Island’s pop-
ulation around the turn of the century was far more multilingual than 
this large-scale migration implies, so in order to establish a sense of the 
often international nature of immigration leading up to World War II I 
have briefly discussed the role and significance of the Alien Registration 
Cards and the German Occupation Registration Cards.

The Occupation of Jersey during World War II is still, understand-
ably, an emotive subject on the Island, even though there are few indi-
viduals still alive who lived through it. My brief discussion of how 
certain sectors of the local population reacted to this invasion outlines 
its potential impact on a sense of patriotism and shared identity with 
the rest of Britain, severely jeopardised for a whilst with the demilita-
risation of Jersey in 1939, as well as the strategic and symbolic signif-
icance of occupation of the Channel Islands to Germany’s mainland 
invasion aspirations. By terming Jersey an ‘island prison’, a bounded 
space, I have tried to highlight the juxtaposition between the physical 
and symbolic confinement that Islanders may have experienced, and my 
final discussion of out-migration trajectories and return in accordance 
with earlier theoretical premises pertaining to islandness and movement.

Throughout this chapter, my intention has been to present a largely 
historical evaluation of immigration and emigration to Jersey that 
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will serve to underline my discussion in Part II of more contemporary 
migration patterns and of the multilingual and multicultural nature of 
identities, ideologies and islandness on Jersey within its shifting societal, 
cultural and linguistic landscape. It is to this analysis that I now turn.

Notes

 1. See online at: https://www.jersey.com regarding maritime access to the 
Islands (last accessed 18/05/18).

 2. See online at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/jersey/about_jersey/history/his-
tory_jerseymain.shtml (last accessed 18/05/18).

 3. The Museum Conservator at Jersey Heritage believes that the coins 
belonged to the Coriosolites who may have hidden the money on 
Jersey from these advancing Roman legions and their tax collectors. See 
online at: http://www.jerseyheritage.org/treasure-island/history (last 
accessed 18/05/18).

 4. See online at: http://www.jerseyheritage.org/treasure-island/buried- 
treasure (last accessed 18/05/18).

 5. See online at: http://www.jersey.com/english/discoverjersey/aboutjer-
sey/history/Pages/default.aspx (last accessed 18/05/18).

 6. See online at: http://www.huguenotsociety.org.uk/history.html (last 
accessed 18/05/18) for a fuller account of the Huguenots and their cur-
rent activities.

 7. Religious intolerance was not confined to Catholicism. Towards the 
end of the eighteenth century, fishermen returning from the Americas 
brought a Methodist doctrine that was initially subject to prejudice 
throughout the British Isles, although once George III had secured the 
freedom of religious practice the first Methodist minister on Jersey was 
appointed in 1783.

 8. Nowadays, a politically motivated use of the term ‘economic migrant’ 
implying that it is a voluntary action of dislocation in search of better 
opportunities may carry somewhat undesirable connotations, particu-
larly when compared with ‘refugee’ or ‘asylum seeker’ (see, for exam-
ple, the Prospero article in the Economist, 04/09/15 online at: https://
www.economist.com/blogs/prospero/2015/09/johnson-political-lan-
guage (last accessed 28/10/17). However, in the case of many economic 
migrants, this inference of choice about whether to migrate or not may 
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be misleading, since the push factor is often severe necessity engen-
dered by a worsening economic climate at home, as we saw earlier. The 
term ‘opportunistic migrant’, often used in the USA, encompasses both 
unskilled and skilled workers but tends to foreground the latter, accord-
ing to the International Finance Cooperation’s report on sustainability 
entitled Projects and People: A Handbook for Addressing Project-Induced 
In-migration, online at: http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/top-
ics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/sustainability-at-ifc/publi-
cations/publications_handbook_inmigration__wci__1319576839994 
(last accessed 23/02/17).

 9. In 1635, the first legislation on immigration was enacted, by which no 
inhabitant of the Island could have an alien in his house for more than 
one night without notifying the appropriate parish constable (Boleat 
2015: 6).

 10. Although the French government actively discouraged emigration 
at this time, migration to Jersey was in effect ignored since it origi-
nated in the rural western zone of France away from the Parisian hub. 
Interestingly, and perhaps as a result of this, by 1891 there were more 
French in Jersey than in Canada (Monteil 2005: 275).

 11. See online at: http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/collection/Details/
archive/110230194?source=descendants (last accessed 23/02/18).

 12. Table 3.2  takes into account the 100 year rule that prevents disclosure 
of the registration cards and private details of anyone born less than 
100 years ago.

 13. Some of the most comprehensive accounts are: Carr, Sanders, and 
Willmott (2015), Cruickshank (2004), Nettles (2013), Sanders (2005), 
Hillsdon (2004). It is perhaps inevitable that such an approach may 
involve attempts to problematize the issues surrounding resistance 
and collaboration. We consider these issues in Chapter 5 regarding  
representations and portrayals of a Jersey identity.

 14. Online at: http://www.nazism.net/about/ideological_theory/ (last accessed 
11/01/18).

 15. These are stored electronically at: http://catalogue.jerseyheritage.org/
features/german-occupation-registration-cards/. Although access to 
many online records is restricted to any cards of persons born less than 
100 years ago, as I have outlined above, many are referenced by people 
wanting to trace their heritage, a pastime that is of prime importance 
to contemporary articulations of belonging, integration and identity on 
the Island.
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 16. These cards were introduced in order to control the movement of what 
were considered to be local populations, so they do not document the 
4000–5000 foreign slave workers and prisoners of war who were forced 
migrants to Jersey from the end of 1941 onwards, tasked with turn-
ing it into a fortress island (ibid.: 51). Russians, Ukrainians, Spaniards, 
Poles, Czechoslovaks, Jewish Alsatians and other nationalities (Patton 
2014) were treated purely as a commodity and some accounts docu-
ment the cruelty they were subjected to, living at starvation levels 
(Hillsdon 2004: 129–130). They were held in camps and were not 
allowed to fraternise with the local population: for them, Jersey was a 
veritable ile-prison.

 17. Philippe de Carteret became Cromwell’s Judge-Advocate in the seven-
teenth century; Sir George Carteret became Treasurer of the Navy after 
the Reformation. In recognition for the help given to him during his 
exile on Jersey, Charles II gave George land in the American colonies, 
which he named New Jersey (Syvret 2011: 23–24).

 18. See online at: https://www.jerseyheritage.org/family-history/jersey- 
emigration (last accessed 21/11/19).

 19. The Huguenots also set up other successful businesses, principally in 
silver working and cider making: indeed, ‘Jersey profited from their 
presence just as much as did the Huguenots from the protection it  
provided’ (Le Feuvre 2005: 34).

 20. See online at: https://www.jerseyheritage.org/family-history/jersey- 
emigration (last accessed 21/11/19).
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