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Occupation Heritage, 
Commemoration and Memory  
in Guernsey and Jersey
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In the British Channel Islands today, the German Occupation of World War II and 

its heritage have an important place in the history, identity and psyche of islanders. 

This is reflected in the number of restored bunkers and Occupation museums, the 

popularity of Liberation Day, and the growing number of Occupation memorials 

in the islands. This article examines the history of the treatment of Occupation 

heritage in the Islands over the last 65 years, focusing on sites of memory and 

counter-memory, victims of Nazi persecution, and the changing commemorative 

master narratives.

AN INTRODUCTION TO OCCUPATION HERITAGE AND WAR MEMORY

The Channel Islands have, consciously or unconsciously, set themselves 

apart in the post-occupation discourse of Western Europe. While their 

wartime experiences were analogous to those of France, Belgium and the 

Netherlands, their war memory has been subsumed within that of Great 

Britain. Unlike mainland Britain, the islands did not experience prolonged 

heavy bombing or the resulting destruction of their towns, except dur-

ing the initial bombing raid of their main harbors, which immediately 

preceded the Occupation. And unlike their British counterparts on the 

mainland, they experienced the humiliation and deprivations of military 

occupation, and the fear and social disruption that accompanied the 

deportation of some of their civilians to internment camps in Germany 

or to penal prisons and concentration camps elsewhere in Europe. Like 

their European neighbors, the Channel Islands had brave citizens who 

took part in acts of resistance, including hiding Jews and helping foreign 
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forced and slave laborers of the Organisation Todt (OT) imported by 

the Germans for building projects. Like the rest of occupied Europe, the 

islands were eventually liberated by Allied forces, although their liberation 

was, fortunately, a peaceful one.

Yet, for all these differences from their motherland and similarities 

to their continental cousins, for the past sixty-five years the war memory 

of the Channel Islands has been tied inextricably to that of mainland 

Britain, a country that, alone in Europe for most of World War II, was 

still an unoccupied fighting force against the Germans. For the UK, the 

Churchillian paradigm of Britain as a “nation of victors, not victims,” 

reigns supreme in war memory, where “sublime heroism” and “unwavering 

steadfastness” is celebrated.1 So it has been, too, in the Channel Islands, 

but strangely, the would-be heroes, i.e. the ordinary islanders who were 

occupied, have not traditionally included the resistance workers, nor those 

deported to internment or prison camps, nor those who sheltered Jews 

during the war. The many victims of Nazism have long been marginalized 

within the dominant discourse of the Occupation.

In contrast, in France, Belgium and the Netherlands, whose experi-

ences were so similar to the Channel Islands, the same categories of victims 

and martyrs have been dominant in the postwar narratives. Lagrou has 

discussed how the humiliations of occupation in Belgium, France and 

the Netherlands could be dealt with, postwar, only through a prism of 

resistance and patriotism to reconstruct self-esteem.2 In these countries, 

the (controversial) hero-types were the resistance fighters, the martyred 

civilian victims of ideological persecution and genocide, and the labor 

conscripts taken to Germany against their will to work for the German 

war effort (and sometimes taken to the Channel Islands to build fortifica-

tions).  The dominance of their narrative is reflected, for example, in the 

many museums in France dedicated to la Résistance et la Déportation.3 

These types of museums in the Channel Islands are unfailingly called 

“Occupation” or “military” museums, thus clearly placing center-stage the 

narrative of the daily lives of the occupied and (especially) the occupier.

This historical neglect of the narrative of resistance workers (or 

“political prisoners,” as they are called locally) and (to a lesser extent) 

those deported from the Channel Islands and other victims of Nazism in 

the islands has been commented on before.4 The absence of these groups 

from the dominant war memory is a highly complex issue. The reasons 
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for these absences differ for each group and are, in some cases, tied up 

with Cold War politics. The overwhelming influence of the British war 

narrative is, however, likely to have played a large part in the silencing 

of these groups, and this is only now beginning to be shaken off, as this 

article discusses.

The fifty years of collective amnesia on the role and fate of the many 

political prisoners is especially baffling. The lack of heroization of this het-

erogeneous group in the Channel Islands has previously been attributed to 

a pervading embarrassment over a lack of resistance during the Occupa-

tion.5 This explanation is not only inaccurate, but it underestimates and 

downplays the resistance that did take place and hides the real reasons for 

such a silence. These reasons are, for the most part, highly specific to the 

Channel Islands and their wartime and postwar administration.

Tony Judt has explained how the “resistance myth” became prevalent 

in postwar Europe in response to the desire to put the guilt of World War 

II entirely on German shoulders in order to emphasize everyone else’s 

innocence. If being guilty included collaborative acts, then being innocent 

implied an anti-German stance. Thus, it was pedagogically enforced in 

nations all over Europe that the majority of their citizens had resisted. 

It also suited some of the resistance and communist leaders, who were 

in power in the immediate postwar era and wanted to keep it that way. 

They encouraged their citizens to put their faith in the new government, 

who had fought for the people during German occupation. This was very 

important in the postwar era when civil society and the authority and 

legitimacy of government needed to be rebuilt.6

This argument sheds interesting light on the Channel Islands, where 

there was no ousting or change of wartime administration in 1945. On 

the contrary, Bailiffs Victor Carey of Guernsey and Alexander Coutanche 

of Jersey were knighted, immediately postwar, for their services to the 

Crown during the Occupation. While Coutanche continued as Bailiff until 

1962, Carey retired, aged 75, in 1946. He was succeeded by Ambrose 

Sherwill, who had held high office in the States of Guernsey at the begin-

ning of the Occupation as president of the Controlling Committee, and 

who continued as Bailiff until 1959. While some islanders felt that their 

leaders had overstepped the mark in cooperating with the occupiers, Paul 

Sanders has argued that, far from collaborating with the enemy, the islands 

submitted on the grounds of superior force, interspersed with elements 
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of “shield philosophy” and “tactical collaboration.”7 The continuation in 

positions of power of members of the wartime administration and their 

descendants in Guernsey and Jersey for many years after the Occupation 

has meant that there was no desire to valorize any narrative of the war 

years other than their own. In these years, the dominant war memory and 

occupation history that they espoused became embedded.

In order to understand the attitudes of the wartime administration 

to acts of resistance, it is instructive to examine the local newspapers of 

Jersey and Guernsey during the first year of occupation. It was during this 

time that the official line towards resisters was laid down and strict obedi-

ence to the demands of the authorities was asked of the local population. 

Because of the dangers of retaliation for acts of resistance, examples of 

petty sabotage or rudeness to the occupiers that came to light were publicly 

denounced as “stupid” and “dangerous.”8 Warnings of punishment by 

military tribunal for sabotage were published widely; penalties included 

penal servitude and the death sentence. It is interesting to note, especially 

given the difference in post-occupation memory between the two main 

islands, that condemnation for any kinds of resistance were most vocifer-

ously denounced and given more press space in Guernsey than in Jersey.

My aims in this article are threefold. I will first compare and contrast 

the realms of intentional memory and of deliberate forgetting or amne-

sia in the heritage of the Occupation which survives today; the lieux de 
mémoire and the lieux d’oubli discussed by Pierre Nora and Nancy Wood, 

and their specific manifestation in the Channel Islands.9 I will be examin-

ing where the will to remember—or to forget—is to be found, inscribed 

upon, or thoroughly overgrown within, the heritage landscape. Second, 

I will look at how these memories have been brought into or excluded 

from the dominant narratives of Occupation, paying particular attention 

to how this has changed over time. Over the last fifteen years, heritage 

professionals and senior figures in government in the islands have paid 

much attention to the victims of Nazism during the annual Liberation 

Day celebrations. Finally, I will examine the reasons for this and whether 

a difference exists between the two main islands of Jersey and Guernsey. 
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LIEUX D’OUBLI ET DE MÉMOIRE: SITES OF INTENTIONAL AMNESIA AND 

MEMORY

The heritage of the German Occupation of the Channel Islands described 

below, both tangible (such as museums, bunkers and memorials) and 

intangible (such as annual ceremonies and the memories of the Occupation 

generation), is plentiful and scattered throughout the islands,10 although 

memorials and annual commemorative events tend to be concentrated in 

the islands’ capitals (figures 1 and 2). The sites of memory and forget-

Fig. 1. Sites of memory in St. Helier, capital of Jersey. Map produced by Ian Taylor.
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ting in the islands are not by any means purely physical or geographical, 

located solely in the landscape, although many are. For the purposes of 

this article, however, which is concerned primarily with heritage sites such 

as memorials, bunkers and museums, I will focus mostly on this physical 

interpretation of lieux. It is important to acknowledge that other realms 

of memory and forgetting exist on the islands, in concepts, words and 

events. In the Channel Islands, the wider interpretation of lieux includes 

published and unpublished memoirs, artifacts or memory objects, com-

pensation claims and payouts, awards for bravery, museum exhibitions, 

veteran associations of various kinds, theater plays and special church 

services, to list but a few. While analysis focused solely upon the more 

conventional heritage sites or tangible lieux might be skewed, fieldwork 

observation over the last four years suggests that this more publicly visible 

legacy of the Occupation is, today, largely representative of the less visible 

or private, although this has not always been the case.

Nora’s seven-volume cultural historical project, Les Lieux de mémoire, 
and its English version, Realms of Memory, have been subjected to extensive 

critique.11 For Jay Winter, for example, its usefulness was restricted by its 

sole focus on French evidence (indeed, Nora insisted that the concept was 

specific to France); its search for an ineffable “Frenchness”; and its nostalgia 

and reverence of tone, which lead to a lack of systematic analysis. Winter’s 

Fig. 2. Sites of memory in St. Peter Port, capital of Guernsey. 

Map produced by Ian Taylor.
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“sites of memory” were different to Nora’s and had a value in answering 

specific historical questions relating to the consequences of World War I; 

thus, they were “sites of mourning” as well as “sites of memory.”12 In the 

Channel Islands, the chosen sites of memory speak to us of the important 

legacy of the German Occupation and the way it is understood today.

It has been observed that Channel Islanders have a “peculiar pride” in 

having been occupied.13 This is true, but can only be properly understood 

with reference to the islands’ war narrative which, as discussed above, is 

more closely linked to that of the British rather than to the countries of 

continental Europe. The islands are proud to have suffered but to have 

endured and survived, and here we can see resonance with Britain’s 

wartime motto, “we can take it!” The islanders do not see themselves as 

victims or martyrs, but as those who ultimately survived, which in itself was 

a form of victory over their occupiers. Thus, the islands’ sites of memory 

have been for many years “sites of pride in endurance,” and are proudly 

presented as such. The German bunkers, the swastikas, the jackboots and 

the mannequins in uniform, just like the museum displays which show off 

patched and recycled items of “make-do-and-mend,” ersatz foods and ID 

cards, are all making the same statement: “Look what we endured! Look 

at what we survived!” 

For the first fifty years after liberation, the “we” in this statement 

referred to (indigenous) islanders, and not to (foreign) forced and slave 

workers or Jews who fled Nazi persecution and took up residence in the 

islands. The “we” also excluded those who did not survive; it did not 

include victims such as islanders who died or suffered in penal prisons 

and concentration camps, or those who died in civilian internment camps. 

Islanders, being British, were “victors, not victims.”

This changing attitude towards those who were included and 

excluded in proud Occupation narratives, and thus which sites were 

adopted or ignored as lieux de mémoire, can be traced in the landscape. 

Most certainly the strongest lieux in the Channel Islands today are its 

bunkers. These tangible reminders of the difficult years of war were, for 

thirty years after the Occupation, lieux d’oubli. Many were covered in soil 

and deliberately buried from sight as part of a need of islanders to put the 

past behind them. Immediately postwar, they were seen as “marks of the 

beast,” and they were perceived as “blots in the landscape” well into the 

1970s.14 It took the passage of a generation for most islanders to begin 
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to engage in their Occupation heritage.15 In the late 1970s, members 

of the Channel Islands Occupation Society (CIOS) started to uncover, 

restore and renovate them, partly for the tourist industry, and it seems 

that this work was, by then, without serious opposition.16  It is interesting 

to consider whether other current lieux d’oubli discussed below, such as 

the sites of work camps of foreign forced laborers brought to the islands 

to build the bunkers, will one day be recognized as Occupation heritage 

and uncovered and presented to the public in the same way that bunkers 

have been rehabilitated. 

Today, the bunkers are mostly in excellent condition compared to 

those of other countries of formerly occupied Europe and other World 

War II military sites in the UK.17 There are several reasons for this. First, 

people from Guernsey and Jersey now value and protect their Occupation 

heritage (or certain parts of it); it is part of their identity. Second, unlike 

other parts of Europe, the Channel Islands were not liberated by military 

force. This has meant that the bunkers were not bombed or destroyed, 

nor damaged in battle, and in this it is unique. Third, the Channel Islands 

are relatively rural, meaning that most (although not all) of the bunkers 

have avoided demolition for other building projects. Finally, for some 

people in the Channel Islands, such as the members of the CIOS, col-

lecting relics of the Occupation, visiting Occupation sites, restoring the 

heritage and showing it off to tourists has become an all-consuming and 

addictive pastime.

As discussed elsewhere, the presentation and control of heritage in 

the Channel Islands is divided sharply between the amateur enthusiasts 

and the heritage professionals.18 The former are mostly members of the 

CIOS, branches of which exist in Guernsey and Jersey. These people have 

taken the lead in restoring bunkers, collecting Occupation artifacts and 

setting up Occupation museums, although they rarely have any profes-

sional training in these areas. The trained heritage professionals, on the 

other hand, work in and for the main island museums and archives and 

have a very small number of bunkers under their control. Control of 

German bunkers, their restoration and the narrative of the Occupation 

portrayed within them are contentious and divisive issues in the islands. 

Several hundred concrete structures of various kinds exist in the islands, 

and most are in private hands. A minority of these have been turned into 

Occupation museums or else restored to how they would have looked 



Gilly Carr

96 History & Memory, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2012)

during the Occupation. The interpretations and displays inside have been a 

cause of serious friction between amateurs and professionals in recent years.

Liberation Day, celebrated annually on May 9 in the Channel Islands, 

is a more fluid and intangible form of Occupation heritage than other types 

(figure 3). Because it is not fixed in the landscape, despite the ceremonial 

processions, parades, themed floats and reenactments which often follow 

the same physical route through St. Peter Port or St. Helier every year, 

it can (in theory at least) be re-created anew every year. In practice, the 

same elements are often followed annually, although disjunctures and 

change in the ritual can be identified at major anniversaries. Conversely, 

these very anniversaries are also often marked by a return to traditional 

modes of celebration, such as seen in Guernsey in 2005 and 2010, when 

large cavalcades took place. At events such as this, tangible and intangible 

heritage combine as islanders don old costumes, drive vintage cars and 

carry or wear Occupation artifacts as part of the parade. This is also a 

time when specific memories of the Occupation are passed down to the 

next generation, and others are marginalized or not put on display. The 

themed floats of the cavalcade rarely feature slave workers, Jews or deported 

islanders, for example.

More solemn ceremonies, which take place at other times of the year, 

are lieux that also keep the war years at the forefront of local conscious-

ness. These events include Holocaust Memorial Day, Charybdis Day and 

Remembrance Day, all of which are accompanied by religious services. The 

latter two events are discussed below. These ceremonies are often used as 

appropriate occasions to unveil new memorials, combining tangible and 

intangible heritage, and inscribing in stone the lieux de mémoire upon the 

Occupation landscape.

Finally, different members of the “Occupation generation” can be 

seen as loci of memory, and most people of this age group are respected 

(especially around Liberation Day each year) for their first-hand knowledge 

and accounts of a period that few can remember today. These Occupation 

memories, and those that hold them, can also be marginalized and their 

stories ignored. The memories and experiences of those who were put in 

prison for acts of defiance and protest against the occupiers, for example, 

were ignored for fifty years in Jersey and have still not been definitively 

recorded, memorialized or lauded in Guernsey, although research is in 

progress to rectify this.19



97

in Guernsey and Jersey

Having outlined the various realms of memory and forgetting in the 

Channel Islands, for the second half of this article I will examine their 

heritage through the lens of the traditional heroes and victims of the 

Occupation, exploring how the memory of some members of these groups 

has been rehabilitated or, conversely, forgotten over the last sixty-five 

years. Channel Islanders, unlike their continental cousins, do not explicitly 

divide the Occupation population into “heroes” and “victims” in their 

commemorative or memorial language, nor in their museum exhibitions. 

However, this is how various groups are treated in terms of the respect 

and focus of attention they receive, as I will explore below, and so these 

Fig. 3. An example of Liberation Day patriotism in Guernsey. Photo by author.
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are terms that I use here as analytical categories, and which are based on 

extensive fieldwork observation and discussions with islanders.

Table 1. Traditional hero and victim groups of the Occupation of the 

Channel Islands

Hero groups of the Occupation Victim groups of the Occupation

Island war dead (armed forces) Jews

Liberating soldiers Deportees

Bombing raid dead Political prisoners

Occupied population as a whole Foreign OT workers

COMMEMORATIVE LANDSCAPES OF HEROES

In the Channel Islands, the heroes of war have, for the last sixty-five years, 

comprised four groups: the islands’ soldiers and the liberating soldiers, 

those islanders who died in bombing raids and, increasingly, the general 

population who endured occupation.

Many men from the islands joined the armed forces before the 

Germans arrived, and it has long been a matter of pride that although 

most of the population was occupied, a sizable segment was still actively 

fighting the enemy. Those who died in both world wars are listed on war 

memorials which are to be found in every island parish throughout the 

Channel Islands. Allied soldiers as a whole are part of the commemorative 

landscape in both Guernsey and Jersey. On the night of the October 23, 

1943, the ships HMS Charybdis and Limbourne were torpedoed off the 

coast of Brittany with great loss of life. Over the next few days, a total of 

forty-one men from the Royal Navy were washed up in Guernsey, Jersey 

and Sark. The Germans decided that these men should be buried with full 

military honors and, in Guernsey, five thousand people turned up for the 

funeral to show their loyalty and patriotism.20 Seeing this popular protest, 

the occupiers in Jersey conducted a lower-key funeral, attended by German 

and local dignitaries, although many private citizens sent funeral wreaths.21 

In Guernsey, Charybdis Day is still held annually at the Foulon 

cemetery in St. Peter Port in memory of the original show of patriotism 
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and defiance exhibited there (figure 4). An open-air service and military 

parade accompany the laying of wreaths on the graves of those who died. 

The event is always attended by the Bailiff and lieutenant governor, high-

ranking naval officers and other dignitaries.

The bodies of the men washed up from the ships in Jersey were 

placed in a temporary communal grave, with full military honors, at the 

Westmount cemetery in St. Helier. Within a few weeks, more bodies had 

washed ashore and so an Allied war cemetery was created at Howard 

Davis Park, also in St. Helier. For many years after the Occupation, the 

commemorative celebrations of Liberation Day would start with a service 

Fig. 4. Charybdis Day 2009, Guernsey. Photo by Jonathan Bartlett.
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in this park, and this was Jersey’s way of incorporating the memory of 

the Allied war dead and the wider British narrative into its war memory.

The forty-five people who died in the German bombing raids that 

took place on June 28, 1940, immediately before the Occupation, are 

also remembered in the islands by commemorative memorial plaques 

and church services. The thirty-four Guernsey dead were among the first 

to be commemorated after the Occupation, and a plaque was erected in 

1949 in the place at the harbor where they died. In Jersey, however, the 

two plaques marking the places where eleven local people fell were put 

up only in 1990. It is possible that the death of those in Jersey had less 

impact on local collective memory because there were fewer of them, and 

the raid caused less physical damage. 

A number of islanders were also part of the liberating forces that 

arrived in the Channel Islands on May 9, 1945.22 These men, too, are a 

highly visible part of commemorative and heritage discourse and reen-

actment on Liberation Day in Jersey each year. While Liberation Day in 

Guernsey is currently celebrated through the medium of parades and 

parties, music and dancing, in Jersey the focus since 2000 has been on 

reenactment. While this change to the proceedings was prompted by the 

special fiftieth-anniversary celebrations in 1995, in 2000 the then Bailiff 

Philip Bailhache argued that Liberation Day should be brought to life 

annually.

As on May 9, 1945, the reenactment today begins in Royal Square 

in St. Helier, where the Bailiff usually reads out Churchill’s speech to 

the expectant crowd below, announcing the liberation of the islands. A 

parade, followed by the people, then moves to Liberation Square (which 

was inaugurated with a memorial in 1990). A reenactment of the land-

ing of the liberation forces then takes place, and uniformed soldiers push 

through the crowds, distributing sweets to children. These men make their 

way to the prominent Pomme D’Or hotel, which overlooks the square, 

and raise the Union Jack from the balcony. Keeping to tradition, Union 

Jacks are also unfurled on top of Fort Regent, which overlooks St. Helier, 

and the harbormaster’s office. These moving reenactments are done, as 

far as possible, by the sons or grandsons of those who conducted them 

in 1945. After singing patriotic and national songs, a fly-past by World 

War II or Battle of Britain planes usually completes the formal part of the 
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proceedings and reinforces the link between Channel Island and United 

Kingdom war memory.

In the Channel Islands, the ordinary population who endured occu-

pation, the “Occupation generation,” are treated as heroes today—or at 

least, on one day a year. Although most of them alive today were only 

children or teenagers during the Occupation, special events are arranged 

for them on Liberation Day, such as tea dances and champagne breakfasts. 

It is these people, and the act of their liberation, that have been com-

memoratively memorialized more often than any other group, and in more 

monumental form, in the Channel Islands. The clear appeal of the theme 

of these memorials is also reflected in the huge popularity of Liberation 

Day today in the Channel Islands, where May 9 is a national holiday.

Liberation memorials and monuments are to be found all over St. 

Helier and St. Peter Port (figure 1). The first were erected in 1985, on the 

fortieth anniversary of liberation, at a time when those in authority during 

the Occupation were reaching the ends of their lives and the Occupation 

began to be perceived as a waning memory. More liberation memorials 

were erected in both towns in 1990, 1995, 2000 and 2005, each of them 

in historically meaningful and visually prominent places. The metaphori-

cal footprints of the original Liberation Day have thus been marked in 

the landscape in stone. In this way, the memories inscribed in the mind’s 

eyes of the Occupation generation have now been placed before the eyes 

of those too young to have experienced them first hand. The frequency 

of erection of liberation memorials or monuments every five years has 

meant that the prime importance of the narrative of May 9, 1945, has 

been reiterated so that nobody can be in any doubt as to what should 

be seen as the most important part of Occupation memory. In this, the 

Channel Islands resemble other countries of formerly occupied Europe, 

such as Denmark and Norway, who have used their celebrations of libera-

tion as an opportunity to reinforce master narratives and to educate the 

next generation, while at the same time adapting the message to appeal 

to new generations who have not experienced the war.23 
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COMMEMORATIVE LANDSCAPES OF VICTIMS

The victims of Nazism who suffered during the Occupation include the 

Jews; the foreign forced and slave laborers who were brought to the islands 

by the paramilitary Organization Todt (OT) to build the Atlantic Wall; 

the 2,200 islanders who were deported to German civilian internment 

camps; and the “political prisoners,” i.e., those who were imprisoned for 

varied acts of resistance. While some of these people were imprisoned 

in the islands’ jails, a number were sent on to continental prisons. From 

there, a few entered the concentration camp system and did not return.24

In heritage terms, have appropriate and similar lieux de mémoire 
been found for these victim groups as they have for the heroes of the 

Occupation? There has been no reenactment of their sufferings in the 

Channel Islands, and even dramatization of their experiences in theater 

has been controversial.25 If one were to locate the place of suffering of 

these groups in the landscape or if one were to identify the buildings in 

which their pain is located, one might point to the camps where the OT 

workers were housed or to the concrete fortifications they built. For the 

political prisoners, one would look to the islands’ jails. For the Jewish 

residents of the islands, one might identify the houses where they lived 

or where they were hidden by local people. For the couple of thousand 

deported to civilian internment camps, those camps themselves might be 

considered to be the prime locus of their pain. Of all of these places in 

the landscape, are any designated as sites of memory today or part of the 

dominant narrative of the Occupation?

Of all the former sites of OT camps in the Channel Islands, not one is 

presented to the public as a heritage site, not even the former concentration 

camp of SS Lager Sylt in the third largest island of Alderney (figure 5). 

Every single site is now overgrown, neglected or built over. A memorial 

plaque was erected at Sylt for the first time in 2008 by a few of its former 

inhabitants and their families, but no other OT camp is remembered in 

this way. These sites have become true lieux d’oubli; sites that “public 

memory has expressly avoided.”26 At the German fortifications that foreign 

workers helped to build, their memory has been similarly marginalized or 

neglected altogether.27

With regard to the political prisoners, the jails of St. Helier and St. 

Peter Port, where they were held during the Occupation, have both been 
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demolished. In 1995, a memorial plaque was erected at the site of the 

Gloucester Street prison in St. Helier to those “imprisoned for acts of 

protest and defiance.” It was erected after petitioning by former political 

prisoner Joe Mière and unveiled by the former Bailiff, Sir Philip Bailh-

ache, who thus lent official support at the highest levels for the cause of 

this group. It is worth exploring in more detail the difficult experience of 

political prisoners in fighting for recognition, as this gives some insight 

into similar problems encountered by other victims of Nazism in the 

Channel Islands. 

As a former curator at the German Underground Hospital in Jersey, a 

private Occupation museum now called the Jersey War Tunnels, Joe Mière 

had dedicated his life to collecting photos and stories of former political 

prisoners. Because he was repeatedly denied access to official archives, he 

incrementally collected testimonies the long way, from former prisoners 

themselves.28 These were displayed at the museum. Because a number of 

the most vocal former prisoners, including Mière, had been imprisoned 

as teenage boys and young men for acts such as trying to escape from the 

island, stealing German firearms and ammunition and generally being 

a thorn in the side of the occupiers, they were perceived by many as 

Fig. 5. A site of forgetting: the concentration camp of Sylt in Alderney. Photo by author.
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“troublemakers” who “rocked the boat,” risking repercussions against 

the local population such as were seen at Lidice in the Czech Republic 

and Oradour-sur-Glane in France.29 Mière also believed that the actions 

of political prisoners were seen as an embarrassment to the local wartime 

government, who were intent on conducting a well-behaved, “model 

occupation.” He questioned whether it was this that prevented recogni-

tion of former prisoners for so many decades.30

While it was important to Mière to place the plaque on the site of 

the former prison, in his private correspondence he reveals that when the 

local government at last acceded to his request to erect a memorial, they 

initially wanted to place it in a less visible location.31 Despite Mière’s com-

plaints, the local authorities also decided to give the official unveiling of the 

memorial little advance publicity, because of the “perceived sensitivities” 

surrounding the belief that “many of the offences [committed] would 

have been punishable under normal civilian law and indeed could have 

been described as criminal.”32 The wording on the plaque, like all others 

erected in a public place, had to go through official channels of approval, 

and although it is highly likely that Mière would have submitted a text, 

this would have been sanitized. The available documents suggest that this 

occurred at the highest levels.33  Although this plaque still exists today, 

it is not included in any annual ceremonies and the wording is hard to 

read because of weathering. It sits on the edge of St. Helier and appears 

thoroughly neglected, although the ivy on the wall where it is placed is cut 

back around it. While Mière’s wish for a plaque may have been granted, 

there is not much evidence that his actions during the Occupation, or 

those of his friends, have been incorporated into the master narrative.

In Guernsey, no memorial plaque exists anywhere on the island 

explicitly dedicated to political prisoners, although after some wran-

gling, the memorial erected to deportees in 2010 was given a postscript 

acknowledging those deported “for other reasons.” The New Royal 

Court, where the Bailiff ’s chambers are situated, was built on the site of 

the prison, and there are no plans for any memorial plaque to be erected 

nearby. The absence of memorialization to this group does not reflect a 

historical silence in Guernsey. Frank Falla was extremely active and vocal 

in his support for his former fellow political prisoners, and was successful 

in obtaining compensation for many in the mid-1960s. However, as Falla 

died in 1983, before the era of memorialization in the Channel Islands 
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which began in 1985, his sights were set on official acknowledgement 

and thanks, expressed through help in claiming compensation, but this 

was never received.34

Falla was imprisoned and deported for working on an underground 

newspaper with several other men. One of these was Joseph Gillingham, 

who died in a German prison. Gillingham’s daughter, Jean Harris, has 

recently taken up his cause and has begun to petition for a memorial. Until 

one is forthcoming, she continues to place a small wooden cross inscribed 

with her father’s name in front of the island’s war memorial on Armistice 

Day every year (figure 6). It stands, alongside a sea of other crosses to 

those who died in the armed forces, as an “improvised” or “grassroots” 

memorial, with all the political (as well as commemorative) implications of 

this type of memorial.35 Although the rediscovery by the author of Falla’s 

briefcase containing testimonies of victims of Nazi persecution from the 

Channel Islands has produced something akin to what Alexander Etkind 

has termed a “memory event” in Guernsey, a recent lecture in the island 

on this subject by the author  revealed that there are still a minority who 

espouse their parents’ attitudes of seeing the former political prisoners as 

“naughty lads who stepped out of line with the Germans” (to use Falla’s 

words), and caused problems for the local administration. 36

As for those deported to civilian internment camps in Germany, 

plaques have been erected in two German towns, Biberach and Wurzach, 

at the site of the camps. A further, rather insignificant, small plaque exists at 

the place in St. Helier from where the first wave of deportees was assembled 

in September 1942 before they left the island, although this was replaced 

in 2003, eighteen years after its first unveiling, because it listed an incor-

rect number of deportees from the island. In Guernsey, the first memorial 

plaque to this group was given to the island by the people of Biberach in 

2003 and now resides inside the foyer of the Royal Court. This location 

is somewhat invisible to the general population and does not constitute a 

relevant site of memory. So in April 2010, after local petitioning by Tom 

Remfrey, chair of the Guernsey Deportee Association, and after a con-

troversy behind the scenes over the original wording (which was deemed 

by the local memorial committee to be too political), a memorial was 

finally unveiled on the harbor wall by the Bailiff, Sir Geoffrey Rowland, 

to Guernsey and Sark’s deportees.
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Memorial plaques to the Jews resident in the Channel Islands at the 

time of the Occupation have not been erected at their homes; however, one 

is present outside the house of Jerseyman Albert Bedane, who sheltered a 

Jewish woman and escaped foreign workers. Jerseywoman Louisa Gould, 

who was deported to Ravensbrück for sheltering a Russian worker, is also 

commemorated on her parish war memorial, and a memorial plaque was 

affixed to the front of her former house in the parish of St. Ouen in 1995, 

and unveiled by her son.

Fig. 6. “Grassroots” memorial to Joseph Gillingham in front of Guernsey’s 

war memorial in St. Peter Port (front row, center). Photo by Jonathan 

Bartlett.
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The primary sites of suffering of the victims of Nazism in the Channel 

Islands have been, for the most part, largely deliberately ignored, margin-

alized or recognized only latterly. Secondary sites have, in contrast, been 

identified (in some cases for them rather than by them) and selected as lieux 
de mémoire. The harbor areas of the islands’ capitals, St. Peter Port and St. 

Helier, have been chosen as the setting for most of the memorials, as they 

were the gateways to the islands and the place where victims of Nazism 

arrived and from where they were deported. This location is, thus, a lieu 

dictated by the actions of the occupying forces, and it is a place of sorrow 

and negative memory almost as strong as the primary sites of suffering.

In St. Helier, a second memorial to some of the political prisoners, 

to the “Jersey 22” who did not return from concentration camps and con-

tinental prisons, was unveiled in 1996, just a year after the first. Located 

by the harbor, outside the Maritime Museum, it takes the form of an old 

lighthouse. It is the focus of substantial Holocaust Memorial Day com-

memorations, where many of the island’s dignitaries lay wreaths to those 

deported from the island who never returned. More controversy attended 

the presence of certain names (for example, that of political prisoner Peter 

Muels, who died in an air raid during his deportation), but Joe Mière 

once again fought for their inclusion.

In St. Peter Port, the side of the harbor wall is host to plaques not 

just to those who died in the harbor bombings of 1940, but also to foreign 

OT workers (unveiled in 1999, reworked and reworded in 2001 after 

complaints by former forced workers about the inclusion of OT overseers 

among those listed) and the three Jewish women who died in Auschwitz 

(unveiled in 2001 and the focus of an annual open air, low-key Holocaust 

Memorial Day service attended by only a small handful of islanders and 

no dignitaries.)37 While the Liberation Memorial of 1995 is visible from 

these plaques, they are dwarfed by it. Unlike the Liberation Memorial, 

these plaques are not on a main pedestrian thoroughfare.

In addition to the harbor wall, other secondary sites of remembrance 

include, in Jersey, a slave worker memorial at Westmount, on the edge 

of St. Helier, built on the site of the burial ground of OT workers who 

died during the Occupation. This site received its first memorial plaque 

in 1960, paid for by the crew of a passing Russian timber ship. A more 

substantial memorial was erected in 1972, paid for by the small Spanish 

Republican community of Jersey, who were originally brought to the island 



Gilly Carr

108 History & Memory, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2012)

as forced workers during the Occupation and who later settled down and 

married local women. Since the 1970s, small plaques from a number of 

other countries, whose citizens died while working as forced labor for the 

Germans, have been attached. This particular memorial acted as a site of 

counter-memory for many years,38 attracting only a small crowd compris-

ing local members of the Communist Party, Spanish Republicans, former 

OT workers and those who sheltered or befriended them. Since the end 

of the Cold War, the annual ceremony has grown to become, for some, a 

small part of Liberation Day celebrations; local dignitaries, including the 

Bailiff and lieutenant governor, now lay wreaths. 

Plaques on this memorial include one to Jewish workers, who were 

among those brought to the islands from elsewhere in Europe for forced 

labor. Memorial plaques to Jews already resident in the Channel Islands, 

and who suffered during the Occupation, were erected at the synagogue 

and Jewish burial ground in Jersey in 1998 and 1999 respectively.

While the memory of many of the victims of Nazism has been mar-

ginalized or divorced in the landscape from the immediate sites of their 

suffering, this is something that has begun to change in recent years, as 

will be discussed below.

COMMEMORATIVE LANDSCAPES OF ANTI-HEROES

Any discussion of the heroes and victims of the Occupation would not be 

complete without a consideration of the anti-heroes. These are, of course, 

the German soldiers, and the degree to which they dominate Occupation 

heritage is surprising to visitors. These men are objects of such intense 

fascination to members of the CIOS—bordering on obsession in many 

cases—that a casual observer would be forced to conclude that the line 

drawn between the hero and anti-hero was a fine one indeed in the Islands 

today. This manifests itself in a domination of the narrative of the Occu-

pation presented to the public in Occupation museums and in restored 

bunkers, and can perhaps best be understood with reference to Marianne 

Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory.”39 Although this was developed with 

reference to the children of Holocaust survivors, Hirsch suggested that it 

may also describe other second-generation memories of traumatic events 

or experiences, making it applicable to people in the Channel Islands.
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For Hirsch, postmemory, or second-generation memory, “character-

izes the experience of those who grow up dominated by narratives that 

preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by the stories 

of the previous generation, shaped by traumatic events that can be neither 

understood nor recreated.”40 The connection of the second generation 

to the Occupation is, like that of the children of Holocaust survivors, 

“mediated through an imaginative investment and recreation.”41 While 

photography plays a vital role as the medium that connects memory and 

postmemory for Hirsch, for Channel Islanders that medium is German 

militaria. Many members of the CIOS are collectors of militaria and some 

have owned or currently own Occupation museums. For these men born 

after the Occupation (membership of the CIOS is almost entirely a male 

pursuit), they grew up perceiving that they had missed the most “excit-

ing” thing ever to happen in the Channel Islands.42  Bayonets, guns and 

German helmets were frequently swapped in the school playground in 

the postwar years and private collections grew. These young men found 

their own way of learning about the Occupation (about which their par-

ents were notoriously reluctant to speak) through these objects. Their 

“imaginative investment and recreation” led to private museums filled 

with scenes of mannequins in German uniform operating machine guns 

or military radios, and endless books published by the CIOS on all aspects 

of German militaria and military life on the islands.

I have discussed elsewhere alternative explanations for the pervading 

presence of the occupiers and their material culture in museums, arguing 

that they accurately reflect their perceived omnipresence in the islands, 

where there was one soldier for every three islanders at the height of the 

garrison in May 1943.43 This compares with a ratio of one soldier for 

every one hundred civilians in France. One must also remember that 

the Occupation Museum is a phenomenon with a long pedigree in the 

islands. The first opened in Jersey in 1946, and the tourist economy was 

vital to restoring wealth to the islands after the war. These privately owned 

museums, then as now, were packed with swastikas, military and Nazi 

paraphernalia, portraits of Hitler, and mannequins. In the words of the 

son of the former owner of an Occupation Museum, paying tourists are 

“more interested in daggers and swastikas and lugers … [than] wooden 

clogs.”44 One can understand, therefore, the reason for museum owners 
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to acquire and display objects that would be of immense curiosity to the 

English tourists who had not experienced occupation.

German soldiers, their fortifications, and all aspects of their daily 

life also feature extremely heavily in every edition of the Channel Islands 

Occupation Society’s annual review. In Jersey’s twelve-paneled Occupation 

Tapestry, finished in 1995, German soldiers dominate each scene, depicted 

as larger than the islanders who appear as dramatis personae.
Despite the pervading dominance of the occupiers in the Occupation 

heritage in the island, there is no place for them in the celebrations of 

Liberation Day, where the only permitted uniforms are British. Reenact-

ment of Occupation events involving people dressed as German soldiers is 

taboo; they are not present even as “prisoners of war” on this day. While 

men in German uniform have, in the past, demonstrated the operation 

of heavy German guns on occasion, their presence is generally perceived 

as tasteless in the islands today; a Jersey reenactment group called Inseln 
Soldaten has, in the last five years, been banned from Jersey Heritage sites.45

CHANGING LANDSCAPES OF COMMEMORATION

The commemorative landscape of the two main Channel Islands of 

Guernsey and Jersey has, over the last sixty-five years, become increasingly 

dominated by the memory of the Occupation. In terms of recognition of 

lieux de mémoire as “sites of pride in endurance,” the two islands were, 

to the casual observer at least, broadly similar until as late as the mid-

1990s. At this time, the fiftieth anniversary of the liberation, divergence in 

commemoration between Jersey and Guernsey became more noticeable. 

Jersey took the lead in remembering every category of victim of Nazism 

discussed here: Jews, OT workers, deportees and political prisoners, the 

last of which has yet to be memorialized at all in Guernsey.

In almost every case, the reasons for the (albeit belated) erection 

of memorials in Jersey has been due to the petitioning, campaigning 

and (often) struggle of individuals who have been former members of 

the victim group in question, or of the immediate postwar generation 

(often their children), working together. This contrasts with the find-

ings of Claudio Fogu and Wulf Kansteiner, who observed that it was the 

interaction and conflict between the “war-youth generation” and the first 
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postwar generation, rather than the sole agency of either, that produced 

the shift in dominant war memory.46 Although on the continent this hap-

pened between the late 1960s and mid-1980s, in the Channel Islands this 

paradigm shift in Occupation memory occurred almost a generation later.

The fiftieth anniversary, with its accompanying unveiling of major 

memorials to liberation in each island, acted as a prompt to remind for-

mer members of victim groups of the lack of acknowledgment of their 

discrepant experiences of the Occupation. Their cause was, in Jersey, 

picked up by Bailiff Sir Philip Bailhache, who retired in 2009, and who 

actively supported such causes. Bailhache had long been fascinated by 

the Holocaust, and his period of office happened fortuitously to coincide 

with the fiftieth anniversary of liberation. Once it became clear that the 

causes of victims of Nazism were close to his heart, people approached 

him to unveil monuments (especially given his office) and understood 

that he would use “the right words” in his speeches.47 Given the focus 

on victims of Nazism in other formerly occupied countries in Europe, it 

would seem that Bailhache is a product of his time. Perhaps, however, 

this assumption of collective responsibility by the Bailiff on behalf of the 

people, and his later engagement in public acts of atonement, merely 

reflects the rise of what has been called a “politics of regret” or “age of 

apology” in the West.48

In Guernsey, former victims of Nazism have lacked, at crucial times, 

either spokespeople, official supporters or the very desire for memorializa-

tion. Many passed away before the era of commemoration in stone (which 

started in earnest in the Channel Islands from 1985 onwards), preferring 

instead the lieux of memoirs, financial compensation for victims of Nazi 

persecution, themed liberation cavalcade floats, or simply the act of talking 

about experiences with friends. One might also observe that former Bailiffs 

of Guernsey have been less supportive of political prisoners in particular. 

The facts that the wartime Bailiffs denounced acts of resistance so 

strongly during the Occupation, and that most former Bailiffs who have 

held power in the island since 1945 have also been descendants of those 

who were part of the wartime administration during the Occupation, have 

acted to stifle criticism of such an anti-resistance stance in Guernsey.49 

These circumstances have also not been conducive to research into types 

of resistance during the Occupation; research has, instead, focused on 

seemingly safer and less controversial topics such as bunkers.50
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Chronologically, then, one can observe three overlapping phases of 

commemoration in the Channel Islands, each championing a different 

class of “Occupation hero.” The first, dating most strongly from circa 

1945–50, but continuing more quietly until the present day, revolved 

around the dead, especially those who had served in the armed forces and 

(in Guernsey) those who had died in the bombing raids that took place 

on June 28, 1940. From 1946, and for many decades after, the celebra-

tions of Liberation Day in Jersey began at the Allied War Cemetery, thus 

cementing the place of the war dead in local memory, while also following 

World War I traditions of commemoration focusing upon dead servicemen.

The second phase had as its focus the act of liberation; its heroes were 

both the liberators and the liberated (i.e., the majority of the population). 

Although this phase started with the celebrations of the first anniversary 

of liberation in 1946, memorialization of the event started in earnest in 

1985, on the fortieth anniversary, and has continued into the present 

day. The third phase of commemoration has gradually encompassed (but 

not focused exclusively upon) the victims of Nazism. Some individuals 

within this group have latterly been invited to join the pantheon of heroes 

of the second phase, a good example of which is Maurice Gould. Gould 

died in Wittlich prison, where he had been sent for trying to escape from 

Jersey during the Occupation. In 1997, his remains were brought back 

to Jersey and buried in the Allied War Cemetery in Howard Davis Park 

in St. Helier, thus effectively raising him to the status of “war hero”—a 

hero on a parallel with those of the first commemorative phase. 

These three phases are not the same as those exhibited by other 

countries that experienced German occupation. Henry Rousso argues that 

the public memories of these countries have followed the same three-phase 

“historical rhythm,” starting with a period of tension between the need 

to “put the past behind them and push ahead with national reconstruc-

tion” on the one hand, and the need to pay homage to heroes and victims 

on the other, which involved legal proceedings against collaborators.51 

No such homage or legal proceedings occurred in the Channel Islands, 

although there were calls for such action. The second phase on the con-

tinent was followed by a protracted period of official silence, repression 

and forgetting which lasted until the 1960s in Europe and the 1990s in 

the Channel Islands, where attention was diverted, instead, with celebra-

tions of liberation. The third phase, which Rousso argues began in the 
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1970s in Europe, was a period of “anamnesis and the return of ghosts 

from the past,” which brought to the fore questions relating to the legacy 

of occupation, collaboration and anti-Semitism. In the Channel Islands, 

such ghosts returned, in the main, only at and after the fiftieth anniversary 

of liberation. 

The time delay in the Channel Islands of something equivalent to 

the last two phases of Rousso’s model can be understood mostly by the 

insularity and inward-looking nature of the Channel Islands, which are 

part of neither the European Union nor the United Kingdom. They are 

fiercely independent, dislike outside interference and can be intolerant 

of ideas from outsiders. The influence of the British war narrative is also 

likely to have played a part in causing a deviation from and time delay to 

Rousso’s model, although it is interesting to see that, despite its influ-

ence, the Channel Islands’ trajectory of memory has not been entirely 

dissimilar to that of other countries. Stefan Berger has also observed the 

late development of British memorial culture surrounding the Holocaust, 

describing Britain and Luxembourg as having unbroken “heroic and posi-

tive memories of the war and remembrances of solidarity in suffering” up 

to the present day.52 This, as I have argued, can also be seen in the sites 

of memory of the Channel Islands.

Bailhache has described the anamnesis of the mid-1990s, relating 

to the victims of Nazism, suggesting that the fiftieth anniversary of lib-

eration became “the catalyst for much soul-searching in the island as to 

the lessons to be learned from Occupation. Questions relating to guilt, 

self-consciousness, pride and national identity all began to become more 

urgent with the realization that the witnesses of these times would soon 

no longer be around.”53 There is much truth in this, as large anniversaries 

are crucial times for such self-analysis. They can also act as catalysts for 

long-silenced voices to make themselves heard by a large audience. It is 

also pertinent to observe that Channel Island pride and national identity, 

so integrally tied to the Occupation for many years, was severely shaken by 

at this time by the publication of Madeleine Bunting’s The Model Occupa-
tion, with its allegations of collaboration and silence regarding the victims 

of Nazism.54 These allegations demanded a response, which perhaps at 

least helped to provoke the erection of certain memorials later that decade.

The new rise in status of victims of the Occupation has yet to be 

solidified for all. Indeed, while islander and non-islander victims have 
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begun to share the commemorative podium with the more traditional 

heroes in Jersey, in Guernsey this is still not the case, although they are 

perhaps no longer as commemoratively silenced as they once were. There 

are signs that things are changing in this island. In 2010, for the first time 

in twenty-five years, a “major anniversary” since the war did not involve the 

unveiling of a memorial to liberation. Instead, the deportees and evacuees 

were remembered. At the time of writing, discussions of political prisoners 

are beginning to (re)surface in Guernsey. While Guernsey still has some 

way to go before it reaches a similar stage of maturity in its discussion of 

the Occupation as its sister island, it is heading in that direction.

CONCLUSION: THE POLITICS OF MEMORY IN THE CHANNEL ISLANDS

Stephen Legg has argued that a complete and inclusive concept of the 

spaces of a nation can only be created by analyzing both its sites of memory 

and those of counter-memory.55 My aim here has been to sketch the par-

ticularities of the landscape of memory in the Channel Islands today by 

analyzing both such sites. As the collective and, indeed, commemorative 

memory of any society is constantly being shaped and emphasized by 

both historical records and social and political agendas,56 I have shown 

here how the decision makers and people in positions of authority in the 

Channel Islands have emphasized different aspects of Occupation history, 

drawing upon and visiting different sites of memory at different times 

to suit their construction of the past and their master narratives. They 

have, at the same time and in recent years, allowed this to be shaped at 

the margins by those who occupy this space and who are still fighting for 

greater recognition in the center ground. 

Today, the memory of liberation still plays the key role in the master 

commemorative narrative. Save for their mention in the Bailiffs’ speeches, 

victims of Nazism are still largely shut out on Liberation Day. Only the 

slave worker memorial in Jersey is the site for any form of alternative 

commemoration, away from the celebrations in the center of town, and 

not yet attended by even a twentieth of those who attend these celebra-

tions, although the Bailiff and Lieutenant-Governor are now among the 

wreath layers.



115

in Guernsey and Jersey

Such alternatives to the “Occupation experience” at sites of counter-

memory, the erection of new memorials to victims of Nazism and the 

laying of wreaths at these new sites of memory now appear to fit within 

contemporary political interests; it is hardly politically correct for them to 

fail to do so. Jan-Werner Müller asks whether this recognition is merely 

part of a new and effective form of political legitimacy,57 and one cannot 

help but feel that the inclusion of some of these victims in official com-

memoration, and the laying of wreaths in front of their memorial plaques, 

is sometimes just tokenism and no more than an illusion of remembering. 

The placement of flowers by the Bailiff at the forced worker memorial in 

Guernsey on Armistice Day, for example, seems to be a polite last stop 

after the official visit to the war memorial and the memorial to those who 

died in the bombing raid in St. Peter Port.

Attitudes and acts of remembrance at sites of memory and counter-

memory are changing at the highest level in the Channel Islands, and 

indeed have continued to evolve in phases since 1945. By invoking exam-

ples of these, I have sought to show here how the unique particularities of 

the Channel Islands’ Occupation, and especially the islands’ relationship 

to the UK and its war memory, have created a very particular and complex 

wartime legacy. While some memories, groups and sites have historically 

been repressed, others have been lauded, monumentalized and annually 

commemorated. What is clear is that none of these designations are fixed, 

despite their memorialization in durable granite. Some erstwhile war 

heroes have been forgotten and other once-neglected victims of Nazism 

have been raised up and favored in current local memory. Only one group, 

the occupiers, has held a constant position in local memory and heritage 

over the last sixy-five years. However, the demise of the tourist industry in 

the islands, the increase in the professionalization of the islands’ museum 

and heritage workers, and the decreasing numbers of the Occupation 

generation, suggest that an end to their long reign may yet be in sight. 

It is unlikely, however, that this particular realm of memory will ever be 

forgotten in the Channel Islands.
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