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Guernsey’s

Guernsey As it Used to Be was written by a St Peter Port dentist in 1933 and today 
it’s a fascinating window on the people, customs and stories of a long-lost time. 

Shaun Shackleton talks to Steve Foote, who has republished the book, 
and Peter Hugo, the author’s grandson

I
T WAS one man’s journey through the 
places and people of  the island’s capital 
in the late 19th and early 20th century. 
A book that was a fascinating snapshot 
of  life in and around St Peter Port that 
has long been forgotten. Now it is being 

relaunched for the 21st century by Blue Ormer 
Publishing, the company established by Steve 
Foote in 2014, with the aim of  publishing books 
related to the Channel Islands. 
In 2015 it published Genius Friend by Edward 
Chaney about GB Edwards, author of  The Book 
of  Ebenezer Le Page. 
Guernsey As It used To Be, by George WJL 
Hugo, was originally published on-island in 
1934, with 600 copies being printed. It was 
described by the Guernsey Press at the time as 
‘one of  the best books about St Peter Port’. 
The new edition has 86 colour and black-and-
white illustrations from the Priaulx Library 
collections and an index and introduction by 
Steve Foote. 
‘I came across it 10 years ago, I can’t remember 
where from, but it was a second-hand copy,’ 
recalled Steve. ‘The original had a brown cover, 
no pictures and was small format. I read it 
and it was jam-packed with names, stories and 
places. I read it from cover to cover. 
‘I was researching family history and there 
were so many nuggets of  information. I 
indexed it so I could remember where different 
references and people were and put it on the 
Guernsey Society website. We got loads of  
emails from people wanting to know about the 
book and saying that it would be good to get it 
back in print.’
Steve also received an email from Australia 
from a gentleman called Pickering informing 

him that George Hugo was his grandfather (his 
mother was George’s daughter) and also an 
email from Peter Hugo, who was the youngest 
son of  George’s youngest son and lives in 
Guernsey.
‘The prime audience for George’s book was his 
own family,’ explained Steve. 
Indeed, George himself  wrote: ‘I make no 
pretence of  having, in the following few 
pages, written an exhaustive social history of  
Guernsey. My narrative is but the outcome of  a 
wish expressed by members of  my family that I 
would leave them some account of  things that 
are no more and of  people who have passed 
away.’
‘And another book was published in Guernsey 
by his son, Frank, about the family’s history,’ 
added Steve. ‘But this one had a private 
circulation.’
George’s tour around Town takes in the local, 
family-run shops, devoid as it was in those 
days of  national retailers. There are many 
businesses mentioned that are still familiar 
today, including Beghin’s, Bucktrout’s, 
Creasey’s, AP Roger and Machon’s, as well as 
bygone ones – Le Riche’s, Grut’s, Best Butchers 
and Fuzzey’s.
Steve said that what crystallised the coming 
together and republishing of  the book was an 
exhibition at Priaulx Library.
‘It was an exhibition in 2015 of  the library’s 
collection of  photos called How Guernsey Used 
to Shop. I spoke to librarian Sue Laker and we 
suggested a joint project. We’ve been working 
on it since last November. Sue has been digging 
out the photos and we’ve been scanning in the 
text. It’s been a major effort.’
And the effort has been worth it. 

‘My narrative is but 
the outcome of a 

wish expressed by 
members of my 

family that I would 
leave them some 
account of things 

that are no more...’
George Hugo

‘I DON’T know a great deal about 
my grandfather, George Hugo,’ 

admitted Peter Hugo. ‘My father, 
Tom Hugo, George’s youngest son, 
didn’t speak much about his family.’
But Peter, a former weather man 
at the Met Office at Guernsey 
Airport and member of La Societe 
Guernesiaise, armed with some 
of his Uncle Frank’s research, is 
piecing together the puzzle.
‘As I understand it George was an 
easy-going, quiet type – and it said 
as much in his obituary – but his 
wife, Marie Madeline, a French 
lady, was very formidable. They built 
houses on Route Charles and she 
made hats and gave singing lessons.
‘In the 1901 census they were living 
at No. 1, Route Charles and they 
had 10 children.’
George’s grandfather, Samuel, who 
was originally from Truro, became a 
dentist because he needed dental 
work. He went to Exeter, had the 
work done and when he received 
the bill he realised there was money 
to be had in the profession. 
He moved to Guernsey, a widower 
with three sons and a daughter 
and his sister-in-law in 1841, and 
eventually bought 15 and 17 Allez 
Street – where they lived and set up 
a dentist’s surgery.
He trained all three sons in dentistry. 
Two went to set up in Jersey, while 
Samuel George (George’s father) 
worked with his father in Allez Street 

until his father died in 1912.
The Hugos were at the forefront of 
developments in dentistry in the 
island. In January 1847, The Star 
newspaper reported that Samuel 
was the first dentist to use ether as 
an anaesthetic, just a few weeks 
after it had first been successfully 
used anywhere in Europe.
George was born in 25 August 1862 
and educated at Stella House in 
Jersey and at St Joseph’s College in 
Clapham, London.
He was a founder member of the 
Guernsey Society of Natural Science 
in 1882 and of the Guernsey 
Amateur Swimming Association in 
1886. He was his father’s assistant 
for many years and when Samuel 
George died he combined his own 
and his father’s practice. 
Peter’s mother and father lived at 
Allez Street but they moved before 
he was born (though he was brought 
up at Harcourt, Route Charles).
‘My parents lived at Allez Street 
after they married in October 1931, 
until their house was built at Route 
Charles in 1937. Their house, 
Harcourt, named after the old Hugo 
home at St Feock in Cornwall, was 
built at the top with wonderful views 
down to the West Coast at Albecq 
and across to St Stephen’s Church 
to the north and over the fields of 
Havilland Hall Farm to the south.
‘Sadly, I have never been inside 
numbers 15 or 17 Allez Street.’

One question that has always 
followed Peter is about his surname. 
‘People always ask if I am related to 
Victor Hugo. I’m not. My grandfather 
George did meet him, however. 
My older brother Andrew, a great 
linguist, worked as a guide at 
Hauteville House.’
Peter is pleased that his 
grandfather’s book has finally been 
republished.
‘I think Steve [Foote] has done a 
wonderful job.’

No. 44, Fountain Street in about 1880.   (17742897)

Pollet post card, from George WJL Hugo’s book, 
Guernsey As It Used To Be.  (17742885)

Petit Carrefour, 
at the junction of 
Le Bordage, Mill 
Street, Fountain 
Street and 
Market Street.  
 (17742901)

Peter Hugo outside No. 17, Allez 
Street, which was once owned by 
his grandfather, George WJL Hugo.
  (17714730)

Crowds 
gathered 
outside the 
Guernsey 
Press 
offices 
in Smith 
Street in 
the 1930s. 
 (17742908) The Commercial Arcade in 1903.  (17742893)

Le Grand Carrefour, at the bottom of Smith Street.   (17742881)

Staff outside a Town butcher’s shop, c. 1890-1910.  (17742903)

Keiller Factory in St Peter Port.  (17742905)

George Hugo.
 (17743527)

The corner of Fountain Street and Hill Street by the Town Church.  
 (17742877)

A post card showing Smith Street, St Peter Port.  (17742879)

GUERNSEY As It used To Be by George 
WJL Hugo is published by Blue Ormer 
Publishing at £14.99. It is available at 
www.blueormer.co.uk, but we have a copy 
to give away. For your chance to win 
it, simply answer the following question 

correctly:

In what way was 
George Hugo related 
to Victor Hugo?

Call our competition 
line on 240241 or 
email newsroom@
guernseypress.com and 
tell us your answer, 
name and daytime 
telephone number. 
The deadline for 
entries is 5pm 
Wednesday 5 April. 
No prize or cash 
alternative is offered.
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