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INTRODUCTION: A LITERARY
TREASURE FROM THE CHANNEL
ISLANDS

Nestled in the pages of modern historical
fiction lies a story that has captured the
hearts of millions around the world. The
Potato  Pie  And  Guernsey  Literary
Society — more formally known as The
Guernsey  Literary  and  Potato  Peel  Pie
Society — is a remarkable novel written
by Mary Ann Shaffer and Annie Barrows.
Published in 2008, this epistolary novel
transports  readers  to  the aftermath of
World War II and introduces them to a
charming community bound together by
literature,  resilience,  and  a  humble
potato  peel  pie.  The  book  became an
instant  New  York  Times  bestseller
and was  later  adapted  into  a  beloved
Netflix film in 2018. But what is it about
this story that continues to resonate with
readers? This article explores the novel's
origins, its unforgettable characters, the
historical  backdrop  of  the  German
occupation  of  Guernsey,  and  the
enduring  magic  of  the  society  that
formed around a shared love of books
and a pie born of necessity.

THE STORY BEHIND THE NOVEL:
HOW THE POTATO PIE AND
GUERNSEY LITERARY SOCIETY
CAME TO BE

The  journey  o f  th i s  nove l  i s  as

fascinating as the story it tells. Mary Ann
Shaffer,  an  American  writer  and  editor,
originally  conceived  the  book  as  a
nonfiction  account  of  the  German
occupation  of  the  Channel  Islands.
However, after visiting Guernsey in 1980
and becoming captivated by the island's
history  and  resilience,  she  decided  to
shift  gears.  Unable  to  complete  the
manuscript due to health issues, Shaffer
enlisted  the  help  of  her  niece,  Annie
Barrows,  a  children's  book  author.
Together,  they finished the novel,  which
was  published  shortly  before  Shaffer's
death  in  2008.  The  result  is  a  warm,
witty,  and  deeply  moving  epistolary
novel that feels both intimate and epic.
The title itself — The Potato Pie And
Guernsey Literary Society — hints at
the quirky  and heartfelt  nature  of  the
story, where a simple culinary creation
becomes  a  symbol  of  survival  and
community.

PLOT OVERVIEW: LETTERS, LOVE,
AND LIBERATION

The novel is set in 1946, just one year
after  the  end  of  World  War  II.  The
protagonist is Juliet Ashton, a successful
London-based writer who is searching for
inspiration  for  her  next  book.  She
receives  a  letter  from  a  man  named
Dawsey Adams, a resident of Guernsey
who has come across a book previously
owned by Juliet. Dawsey is a member of
the  Guernsey  Literary  and  Potato
Peel  Pie  Society,  a  group  formed
during  the  German  occupation  of  the
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island as a cover for an illegal gathering
after its members were caught breaking
curfew.
Intrigued by this unusual society, Juliet
begins corresponding with several of its
members.  Through  their  letters,  she
learns  about  the  hardships  of  the
occupation,  the  fr iendships  that
sustained them, and the deep scars left
by  war.  She  eventually  travels  to
Guernsey and becomes deeply involved
in  the  lives  of  the  society's  members,
uncovering  stories  of  love,  loss,  and
resilience.  Along  the  way,  she  finds  not
only the material for her next book but
also  a  new  sense  of  belonging  and
purpose.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE
GERMAN OCCUPATION OF
GUERNSEY

One of the most compelling aspects of
The  Potato  Pie  And  Guernsey
Literary Society is its grounding in real
history.  The  Channel  Islands,  including
Guernsey,  were  the  only  part  of  the
British  Isles  to  be  occupied  by  Nazi
Germany  during  World  War  II.  The
occupation lasted from June 1940 until
May 1945, and life for the islanders was
marked by severe food shortages, strict
curfews, deportations, and constant fear.
The  novel  does  not  shy  away  from
depicting these hardships, including the
use  of  slave  labor,  the  separation  of
families,  and  the  moral  compromises
required  for  survival.  Yet  it  also
highlights  the  extraordinary  acts  of
kindness, courage, and community spirit
that emerged in the face of  adversity.
The potato peel  pie itself  was born of
necessity  —  a  pie  made  from  potato
peels  and whatever  other  scraps were
ava i l ab le ,  demons t ra t i ng  the
resourcefulness of  the islanders during

the  occupat ion.  Th is  h istor ica l
authenticity gives the novel a depth and
gravity that elevates it beyond a simple
romance or comedy of manners.

Key Historical
Events
Referenced in
the Novel

The German invasion and
occupation of the Channel
Islands (June 1940) — The
islands were demilitarized and left
undefended, making occupation
relatively swift but no less
devastating.
Food rationing and scarcity —
Islanders relied on meager rations,
bartering, and creativity to
survive. The potato peel pie is a
symbol of this ingenuity.
Deportations of Jews and other
targeted groups — The novel
includes characters who were
deported to concentration camps,
bringing a human face to these
historical atrocities.
The liberation of the islands
(May 1945) — The emotional
aftermath of liberation, including
the return of loved ones and the
reckoning with trauma, forms a
major part of the story.

By  weaving  these  historical  elements
into  a  deeply  personal  narrative,  the
authors ensure that readers come away
with a richer understanding of a lesser-
known chapter of World War II history.
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CHARACTERS THAT FEEL LIKE
OLD FRIENDS

One  of  the  great  strengths  of  The
Potato  Pie  And  Guernsey  Literary
Society  is  its  cast  of  memorable  and
endearing characters.  Each member of
the society is distinct, and their voices
shine through the letters that form the
novel's narrative fabric.

Juliet Ashton
J u l i e t  i s  a  s h a r p ,  w i t t y ,  a n d
compassionate protagonist. As a writer,
she is curious and empathetic, and her
journey  from  detachment  to  deep
involvement in the lives of the Guernsey
islanders  mirrors  the  reader's  own
immersion  in  the  story.  Her  romantic
entanglements  —  with  the  dashing
American Mark Reynolds and the quiet,
kind Dawsey Adams — add a layer of
emotional complexity to the narrative.

Dawsey Adams
Dawsey  is  the  soul  of  the  society.  A
farmer  and  a  man  of  few  words,  he
writes  to  Juliet  with  a  warmth  and
honesty that immediately draws her —
and the reader — in. His quiet bravery
and loyalty are deeply moving, and his
love for literature provides a window into
his inner world.

Isola Pribby
Isola is  the eccentric,  lovable neighbor
who becomes a close friend to Juliet. Her
free-spirited nature and unconventional
wisdom  provide  much  of  the  novel's
humor,  but  she  also  carries  her  own
share of pain and secrets.

Amelia Maugery
Amelia is the matriarch of the society, a
wise and resilient woman who endured
unimaginable  losses  dur ing  the
occupation.  Her  letters  are  filled  with
profound insights about love, grief, and
the importance of community.

Elizabeth
McKenna
Though she dies before the novel begins,
Elizabeth's  presence  looms  large  over
the  story.  She  was  the  spirited  and
courageous  woman  who  helped  found
the society and who paid the ultimate
price  for  her  acts  of  defiance.  Her
daughter,  Kit,  becomes  a  central  figure
in  the  story,  and  the  mystery  of
Elizabeth's  fate  drives  much  of  the
narrative tension.
These characters, and many others, are
rendered  with  such  authenticity  that
readers  feel  as  though  they  have
become  honorary  members  of  the
society  themselves.

THEMES THAT RESONATE:
LITERATURE, COMMUNITY, AND
RESILIENCE

At  its  heart,  The  Potato  Pie  And
Guernsey Literary Society is a novel
about  the power  of  stories  to  connect
people and sustain them through difficult
times. The society was formed as a ruse,
but it quickly became a genuine source
of  comfort,  friendship,  and  intellectual
nourishment for its members. In a world
torn apart by war, they found solace in
books and in each other.
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The
Transformative
Power of Books
Throughout  the  novel,  characters
recommend  books  to  one  another,
discuss  their  favorite  passages,  and
draw strength from the words of authors
like Charles Lamb, William Wordsworth,
and Marcus Aurelius. Literature becomes
a means of  escape,  a  way to  process
trauma, and a language for expressing
emotions  that  might  otherwise  remain
unspoken. The novel itself is a love letter
to reading and to the communities that
form around shared literary experiences.

Resilience in the
Face of Adversity
The  characters  in  the  novel  endure
hunger, fear, loss, and betrayal, yet they
continue  to  find  moments  of  joy,
kindness,  and even humor. The potato
peel  pie  is  a  perfect  symbol  of  this
resilience — it is made from scraps, yet
it nourishes and brings people together.
The  novel  celebrates  the  human
capacity to adapt, to create, and to care
for one another even in the darkest of
times.

Forgiveness and
Healing
The post-war setting allows the novel to
explore the difficult process of healing —
both  individually  and  collectively.
Characters  must  confront  their  grief,

their guilt, and their memories, and they
must  find  ways  to  forgive  themselves
and others.  Juliet's  arrival  in  Guernsey
acts as a catalyst for this healing, as she
helps  the  society  members  tell  their
stories  and,  in  doing  so,  helps  them
move forward.

Found Family
Many of the characters have lost their
biological  families  during  the  war,  but
they  find  a  new  family  in  the  literary
society. The bonds they form are based
not on blood but on shared experience,
mutual  support,  and  genuine  affection.
This  theme  of  found  family  is  deeply
comforting and resonates strongly with
readers  who have experienced loss  or
displacement.

THE POTATO PEEL PIE: A RECIPE
FOR THE SOUL

No discussion of The Potato Pie And
Guernsey Literary Society  would be
complete  without  examining  the  pie
itself. The potato peel pie is not just a
quirky  title  element;  it  is  a  powerful
symbol  of  resourcefulness,  community,
and sustenance. During the occupation,
when food was desperately scarce, the
islanders learned to make do with what
little they had. Potato peels, which would
ordinarily  be  discarded,  became  the
main ingredient for a pie that was both
filling  and  surprisingly  delicious  —  at
least  in  the  telling.
In the novel, the pie is associated with
Elizabeth McKenna, who first made it for
the  society's  meeting.  The  recipe  is
passed down and becomes a cherished
tradition.  It  represents  the  idea  that
even  in  the  most  impover ished
circumstances, we can create something
nourishing and meaningful. For readers,
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the  pie  has  become  a  symbol  of  the
novel's  enduring  charm — a  reminder
that  creativity  and care  can transform
the ordinary into the extraordinary.
Many fans of the novel have attempted
to  recreate  the  recipe,  and  various
versions circulate online. While the exact
ingredients  vary,  the  spirit  of  the  pie
remains the same: it is a dish born of
necessity, made with love, and shared in
community.

THE FILM ADAPTATION:
BRINGING THE STORY TO A
WIDER AUDIENCE

In  2018,  Netflix  released  a  film
adaptation of  The Guernsey Literary
and Potato Peel Pie Society, starring
Lily  James  as  Juliet  Ashton,  Michiel
Huisman as  Dawsey  Adams,  and  Glen
Powell  as  Mark  Reynolds.  The  film  was
directed  by  Mike  Newell  and  received
generally positive reviews for its warmth,
visual beauty, and faithful adaptation of
the novel's spirit.
While  some  changes  were  made  to
streamline the plot and allow for a more
cinematic  experience,  the  film  retained
the core emotional arc of the story. The
breathtaking  landscapes  of  Guernsey
were  beautifully  captured,  and  the
performances  —  particularly  by  Lily
James  and  the  supporting  cast  of

islanders  — brought  the  characters  to
life for a new generation of fans. The film
introduced the story to an even wider
audience and sparked renewed interest
in both the novel and the history of the
Channel Islands.

WHY THE POTATO PIE AND
GUERNSEY LITERARY SOCIETY
CONTINUES TO CAPTIVATE

READERS

More than a decade after its publication,
The  Potato  Pie  And  Guernsey
Literary  Society  remains  a  beloved
favorite for book clubs, casual readers,
and  literary  enthusiasts  alike.  Its
enduring popularity can be attributed to
several factors:

Universal themes — Love, loss,
resilience, and the power of
community are themes that
transcend time and place.
Memorable characters — The
characters are vividly drawn and
deeply human, making it easy for
readers to form emotional
connections with them.
Historical depth — The novel
offers a fascinating and accessible
entry point into a lesser-known
aspect of World War II history.
Epistolary format — The letter-
writing structure creates an


