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JAN RÜGER, Heligoland: Britain, Germany, and the Struggle for the North
Sea (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), xii + 370 pp. ISBN 978 0
19 967246 2. £25.00 (hardback)

What is left of Heligoland? A North Sea spa, unadulterated nature, a
shopping paradise without duty or VAT—this is how ‘Germany’s
only offshore island’ is advertised on the internet. These highlights
describe some of the constants that run through Heligoland’s chang-
ing history. They were made possible by the island’s location and the
will of its people to defend their chartered privileges against every
state into which, without being asked, they were integrated, first as a
colony and then as part of a nation-state. In his masterly work, Jan
Rüger graphically presents this history, shaped by nature and
humans. It shows how this rock in the North Sea could become a
‘micro cosm of the Anglo-German relationship’ (p. 6). Rüger’s stated
aim is to ‘rethink the Anglo-German past’ (p. 3) from the point of view
of Heligoland, and he achieves it convincingly.
The story told by Rüger begins when a British warship anchored

off Heligoland on 4 September 1807. At the same time, the British
military was bombarding Copenhagen. The Danish commander on
Heligoland took stock of his situation, and surrendered the island to
Britain without a fight. The Danish empire shrank a little; the British
empire grew. As a strategic bastion, the new northern outpost in the
British ‘insular empire’, as G. F. Leckie put it in 1808, first proved its
worth in the struggle against Napoleon’s economic blockade and his
attempt to gain a continental European empire by force. Later the his-
tory of Heligoland acquired a German national colouring, but the his-
torical significance of the island is only revealed in the context of the
European empires. This became apparent again when Britain ceded
Heligoland to Imperial Germany in 1890, receiving German colonial
possessions in East Africa in return, and the two European states
demarcated their imperial spheres of influence there. This deal was
nationally charged on both the German and the British side, but as
Rüger emphasizes, it was above all ‘a colonial agreement—a function
of the scramble for Africa rather than the Concert of Europe’ (p. 86).
What is fascinating about the way in which Rüger links imperial,

national, and local history is that these types of historiography are
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not presented as opposites. Rather, they are interwoven and the peo-
ple of Heligoland also find their place as actors. They were given no
say in the change of their rulers. The regime change in 1807 was nor-
mal for Europe at the time—all territorial reforms, implemented first
by Napoleon and then at the Congress of Vienna, were undertaken
over the heads of the people—and the change of ruler in 1890 was
considered normal for the colonies. The people of Heligoland simply
had to submit. But they could influence what this actually meant for
them in everyday life. The treaty of surrender of 1807 guaranteed the
continuation of the existing law, as did the treaty of 1890. Freedom
from duties and taxes was among their most important rights. The
people of Heligoland successfully stood up for these rights and did
not hesitate to defend the ‘legal “mish-mash”’ that favoured them
with ‘their own diplomacy from below’ (p. 67). The British empire
and Imperial Germany here found the limits of their policy of stan-
dardization. Nonetheless, incorporation into Imperial Germany rep-
resented a profound change for the people of Heligoland. Their island
was no longer a colony, but for the first time belonged directly to a
nation-state, and its inhabitants were therefore exposed to all the
processes of internal nation-building. In addition, British–Ger man
relations began to change fundamentally at that time. If Heligo land
had ‘symbolized Anglo-German friendship’ (p. 54) until then, it now
became ‘a metaphor of Anglo-German rivalry and enmity’ (p. 109). 
In 1890 the successful deal had been acknowledged by both gov-

ernments as a sign of friendship, and the majority of the press in both
states agreed. In East Africa this closeness revealed itself in a special
way. While the handing over of Heligoland was ‘well orchestrated’
(p. 89), in East Africa things got out of hand. A conflict arose between
some soldiers of the Sultan of the Protectorate of Witu and a number
of Germans there. It was not clear which side fired the first shot, but
the German and the British press spoke of the ‘Witu massacre’.
Admiral E. R. Fremantle intervened with his troops, imposed martial
law on the whole Sultanate, and burned down several villages. ‘I am
not so satisfied with such wanton destruction’, he noted, ‘but . . . it is
in accordance with African custom’ (p. 107). He wanted to restore
‘the honour of Europeans, defined in terms of race and gender’ (p.
108). The colonial transfer thus began with a punitive action in Witu
and a naval review in the presence of the German Kaiser in Heligo -
land. The twenty-two visits he paid to the island between 1890 and



1914 were intended to help turn the people of Heligoland into Ger -
mans. Rüger impressively analyses how difficult this was, and what
a Heligoland identity meant in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies.
As a British colony, the island had developed into a bridgehead

between the British empire and the European continent. During the
Napoleonic era it served the King’s German Legion as a base. Their
loyalty was ‘both to the king and to various Germanies that they
identified with’ (p. 17). In order to pinpoint what was different about
Heligoland, it would have been useful if the author had distinguished
between the ‘various Germanies’ and the ‘German Föderativ nation’.
Recent research uses this term to underline that before the foundation
of the German Reich, a commitment to the German nation could not
be equated with the desire for a unified nation-state. Historically, the
German nation comprised many states. In its British period,
Heligoland was not part of this multi-state German nation but, as
Rüger shows, a transnational space. During the Napoleonic era
Heligo land became a centre of trade between the British empire and
the continent: the president of its Chamber of Commerce came from
Hamburg, its secretary was a London merchant, and the Royal Navy
was its protective shield. Since the 1830s, the British colony had been
on the way to ‘becoming more German’ (p. 32), as its Governor
observed. ‘More German’ did not mean that it wanted to leave the
British empire. Heligoland now became a refuge for writers who
wanted to escape the censorship of German states, such as Heinrich
Heine, for example, or for those who hoped to revolutionize the
German world of states by working from the island.
The people of Heligoland earned much more from tourism than

from the exiles. Wealthy people and aristocrats were the first to come
from the German states; mass tourism began in the late nineteenth
century. Heligoland enjoyed popularity as a pollen-free monument
of nature. In its schools, children learned English from German teach-
ers, the administration dealt with the inhabitants in German, the lan-
guage of the church was also German, and the advice of German
lawyers was needed to interpret the laws dating from before 1807.
Heligoland was a culturally German part of the British empire. This
only became a political problem when the North Sea was no longer
regarded as an area of conflict between Denmark and Prussia, but
between Britain and Germany. Rüger detects the first signs of this
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perspectival change in the Prussian administration in 1855, but it was
not until the 1890s that rivalry began to outweigh cooperation.
When the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a diplomat to

Heligoland in 1890 to prepare for Germany’s takeover of the island,
he reported to Berlin that if there were to be a vote, a large majority
of the islanders would support the status quo. Only a minority even-
tually opted for British nationality, and most of them left the island.
Those who wanted to remain there as British citizens faced financial
penalties. They could not benefit from the tax privileges which the
German citizens on Heligoland were allowed to keep in order to
make the change of regime palatable to them. And any British citi-
zens who remained on Heligoland had to pay the overseas tax that
was obligatory in Imperial Germany.
When Imperial Germany set about ‘turning Heligoland into a

German Gibraltar’ (p. 114), the political mood in Britain changed.
Heligoland became a symbol of the ‘German problem’ and a mis-
guided policy of appeasement, and Heligoland was discovered to be
‘a freedom-loving miniature nation, overpowered by militarist Ger -
mans’ (p. 119). Heligoland had become a ‘metaphor for German
Machtpolitik’ (p. 119). In the First World War, people from Heligoland
served as soldiers on both sides of the front, and both sides distrust-
ed their national loyalties. The British government weighed up vari-
ous options for Heligoland after the war: a return to Britain or
Denmark, neutralization under the League of Nations—in fact, this
would have been a British recolonization—or the complete destruc-
tion of the island. The peace treaty left a—demilitarized—Heligoland
with Germany. The island became a symbol of Germany’s defeat and
the failure of its world policy. Nazi Germany was able to build on
this. It developed Heligoland into a fortress and turned it into a
symbol of British–German enmity. When the Second World War
ended, Heligoland was left behind as ‘a deserted battle-field, a moon-
like landscape of craters and ruins’ (p. 203). The peak of destruction,
however, was not reached until April 1947, when large amounts of
explosives were blown up on the deserted island. The British press
admiringly wrote about the ‘Biggest Bang since Bikini’ (p. 206), while
for the German public, Heligoland became a ‘metaphor of vic tim -
hood’ (p. 207). When the island, which served the British Air Force as
a site on which to practice bombing until 1951, returned to German
administration in 1952, the German government celebrated this as a
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homecoming. Heligoland was no longer regarded as stand ing for
German greatness in the past, but was evoked as a symbol of Heimat
and, at the same time, of a common European future. When the first
Heligolanders returned to their island in April 1954, all that remained
of the old Heligoland was nature. ‘The Heligolanders had finally
arrived in Germany’ (p. 229). Or perhaps not quite. Today’s shopping
paradise reminds us of the tax privileges of the past. They have
survived all political regimes.
Rüger’s work ends with a look at Anselm Kiefer’s painting Hoff -

mann von Fallersleben on Heligoland, which marks the island as a ‘site
of German memory’ (p. 223), in which nature also lost its innocence.
The many works that have been published on German and European
sites of memory so far seem to have overlooked Heligoland. Rüger’s
book, by contrast, shows us why the changeable history of Britain and
Germany is captured on this island as if under a magnifying glass. In
order to break open the narrowness of national historiography, Rüger
pursued his research in British, German, Danish, Australian, Canad -
ian, US, and Austrian archives, museums, and libraries. Only on this
broad basis was it was possible to fit the local history of Heligoland
into imperial, transnational, and national contexts. Jan Rüger’s work
on this small island is historiography at its best.
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