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            A NEW INTRODUCTION

            by Nicholas Rankin

         

         The journalist David Divine did more to spread the patriotic legend of Dunkirk than any other writer. He directly experienced Operation Dynamo in 1940, getting both a wound and a medal, wrote the first novel about the evacuation, The Sun Shall Greet Them (Collins, 1941), and two separate histories chronicling the naval side of the dramatic events of May–June 1940, both published by Faber & Faber. Dunkirk was the first to appear in 1945; The Nine Days of Dunkirk was released in 1959.

         Yet he is largely forgotten today. In more recent narratives, such as Hugh Sebag-Montefiore’s Dunkirk: Fight to the Last Man (Viking, 2006), Julian Thompson’s Dunkirk: Retreat to Victory (Sidgwick & Jackson, 2008) and Joshua Levine’s Dunkirk: The History Behind the Major Motion Picture (HarperCollins, 2017), A. D. Divine does not figure in their notes or bibliographies. But why?

         Basically, there are two simple ways of retelling Dunkirk: as tragedy or as triumph. On the one hand, as Winston Churchill frankly declared in the House of Commons on 4th June 1940, it was ‘a colossal military disaster’. On the other, in the same speech the Prime Minister also called the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force ‘a miracle of deliverance, achieved by valour, by perseverance, by perfect discipline, by faultless service, by resource, by skill, by unconquerable fidelity’. The inquisitive modern historian finds the disaster more interesting than the dutiful virtues. Twenty-first-century readers understand that not everybody was brave and disciplined, and that service was fallible. We want to know more about the chaos, the cock-ups and the cowardice.

         The ignoble side of Dunkirk first emerged in Richard Collier’s controversial book The Sands of Dunkirk (Collins, 1961). Another revisionist historian, Nicholas Harman, in the source notes of his own provocation Dunkirk: The Necessary Myth (Hodder & Stoughton, 1980), wrote that in assembling a day-by-day account of the evacuation, David Divine’s Nine Days of Dunkirk was ‘indispensable. He was there and, more important, he interviewed many participants who are now dead.’ But he added: ‘It is no criticism of Divine to say that he tended to accentuate what was positive about British actions at Dunkirk.’ Harman had known Divine as a journalist colleague at the Sunday Times and learned to like him a lot. ‘He was always accurate and always intensely patriotic; however … although he contributed much to our understanding of how the evacuation took place, he also left things out.’

         So how did the writer David Divine come to fulfil this role of semi-official propagandist? He was one of that great generation of journalists from the  outer reaches of the British Empire, born in the early twentieth century, who came to London to make their name on Fleet Street or in the publishing houses of the metropolis. Like G. L. Steer, author of the Spanish Civil War classic The Tree of Gernika, A. D. Divine was born in South Africa and educated in Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape. In 1922, aged seventeen, he began cutting his teeth as a reporter at The Cape Times and, at twenty-five, published his first book, a thriller called Sea Loot, for Methuen. He was to become a prolific writer. The British Library catalogue confirms that in a literary career of over forty years, David Divine wrote some fifty books for fourteen different publishers.1

         In late May 1940, the thirty-four-year-old freelance writer (already with twenty books under his belt) was among the journalists milling around Dover, overlooking the English Channel. On page 24 of this book, Divine describes watching the shelling of Boulogne from the White Cliffs. This determined young man was already an amateur sailor and, through his contacts in the Ministry of Information and the Admiralty, had by 31st May acquired the papers that put him in the navy for thirty days. He told Walter Lord, author of The Miracle of Dunkirk (Viking, 1982), that he went to Ramsgate, looked over the commandeered small craft piling up in the harbour, and picked out for himself a 28-foot, Bermuda-rigged yawl called Little Ann. With no formal assignment, he jumped aboard and began getting her ready for sea. He was soon joined by a kindred soul – Divine never learned his name – and with a couple of others they set out for Dunkirk early on Saturday 1st June.

         At some point, Little Ann ran aground on a sand-bar and had to be abandoned. Divine hitched a ride back to Ramsgate, and this time picked out a 30-foot, twin-screw Thames motor cruiser called White Wing to steal, before he was told that a senior naval officer also required the craft. So it was that David Divine steered the boat that took Rear Admiral A. H. Taylor, the man in charge of Operation Dynamo’s Small Vessels Pool in Sheerness, across the English Channel to organise the evacuations of the last small parties from Malo-les-Bains.

         They left at 8.45 p.m. on Sunday 2nd June. They were shelled and shot at and saw ‘tragic things’, as recorded laconically on page 223. At some point, Divine was wounded in the stomach. He subsequently gained the Distinguished Service Medal (D.S.M.), which is awarded to petty officers and ratings of the Royal Navy (as well as non-commissioned officers and other ranks of the Royal Marines) for ‘acts of bravery in the face of the enemy not sufficiently meritorious to make them eligible for the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal (C.G.M.)’. 

         Another Sunday Times journalist, Phillip Knightley, wrote a famous book, The First Casualty: The War Correspondent as Hero, Propagandist, and Myth Maker (1975, revised 2000), which has a footnote about Divine at Dunkirk on page 253. It reads: ‘David Divine, a free-lance, who had written a few navy propaganda books, persuaded the navy to let him watch the evacuation. Divine was wounded and wrote his well-known book on Dunkirk from his hospital bed. Although Divine later became a war correspondent of note, he was not one at that time.’ Only the last sentence is correct, however. On page 2 of Dunkirk, Divine lists six of his previous books, five of which could be described as ‘navy propaganda’, while Road to Tunis (Collins, 1944) recounted his time as a British war correspondent with the American Combat Forces in North Africa in 1942–3. Nonetheless, all six books were written after his experience of Dunkirk. As for what Knightley calls ‘his well-known book on Dunkirk’, Dunkirk was not commissioned until 1944, long after Divine left hospital. He did, however, help the Poet Laureate John Masefield with his pamphlet, The Nine Days Wonder, which Heinemann published in 1941.

         Whatever revisionists may say, Dunkirk remains a good, strong book, most valuable for its vivid contemporaneous accounts from the ‘Little Ships’, many of which were collected by an eminent barrister, Joshua David Casswell, K.C., and handed over to David Divine to collate. Divine tells their stories well, fitting the individuals into the institutions that co-ordinated them. Without such organisation by the Royal Navy and the Merchant Navy, we clearly come to understand that it would have been impossible to evacuate the 338,000 men who reached England. Dunkirk is a book that names many names, giving credit where credit is due.

         Appendix B lists the ships that took part and Appendix C contains the full list of all the honours and awards after Dunkirk. First on the list is the knighthood for the great Vice Admiral Bertram Home Ramsay, the Flag Officer Commanding Dover, who went on from the evacuation of Dunkirk to organise the Allied landings in North Africa in 1942, Sicily in 1943 and Normandy in June 1944. David Divine, whose own award appears on page 296, was lucky enough to talk to Ramsay about Dunkirk before the admiral was killed in a plane crash in France on 2nd January 1945.

         For anyone impressed by Christopher Nolan’s spectacular 2017 film, Divine’s Dunkirk provides true-life stories. It would take a heart of stone not to be moved by them.

         
             

         

         Ramsgate, October 2017

         
            1 Divine also rewrote the screenplay of the British war film Dunkirk, starring John Mills, Bernard Lee and Richard Attenborough. His interventions meant that the British Army was happy to provide 6,500 soldiers for filming at Camber Sands in May 1957, at a cost of £35,000. See S. P. Mackenzie, ‘Victory from Defeat: The War Office and the making of Dunkirk (Ealing Films,1958)’ in War, Literature & the Arts, vol. 15, no. 1–2 (2003), a careful examination of the War Office file WO 32/16917, ‘Facilities for Ealing Films Ltd “Dunkirk”’, in The National Archives, Kew.
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            CHAPTER I

            WHAT WAS DUNKIRK?

         

         Behind the British Army in May of 1940, as it fell back fighting from the Dyle, lay the sea.

         For a thousand years that sea was the great defence of England. For a thousand years it had been called the English Moat. Its bays and its headlands saw the battles that held Britain inviolate from the day the house-carles broke on Senlac Hill and the Saxon power broke with them. And there were years when it was more than a moat. A score of British armies in those centuries fell back upon the North Sea and the Channel, and the sea was to them a refuge; across the narrows the ships of Britain lay like a drawbridge, and by that drawbridge they crossed to safety.

         When the British Expeditionary Force in 1940 turned from the line of the Dyle almost as it deployed upon it, there was no longer certainty that the sea was upon our side. New strategies had supervened, new ideas had come to war. The sea that had helped the shattered armies of the centuries that were gone threatened the very existence of this.

         It is not easy to make comparisons in assessing the magnitude of Dunkirk. There is nothing new in evacuation. It is a military operation that has been employed as a measure of recovery in a hundred wars. In the course of the Napoleonic campaigns alone, nineteen British forces were withdrawn from various points along the Continental coasts, and the evacuation of the army of Sir John Moore from Corunna—the most important of this long succession—stood for more than a hundred years as the model and the measure of evasive action.

         Moore, by his bold thrust in the direction of Burgos, having disrupted Napoleon’s expedition against Lisbon and the south of Spain, fell back towards his base at Corunna. Napoleon with an army three times as strong harried him to the crossings of the Esla. Checked there by demolitions, he handed over the command to Soult at Astorga. Moore offered battle at Lugo, but Soult preferred to let the demoralization of retreat do his work for him. Desperately short of supplies, suffering heavily from cold, battered and almost broken, Moore’s army reached the port after seventeen days.

         The fleet had not arrived.

         On the ridge of the Monte Mero Moore established his perimeter of defence. On the 14th of January 1808 Soult attacked. In a magnificent defensive action Moore held his position. Mortally wounded himself, he died before the battle ended—but the ships had come and the French, fought to a standstill, watched his army go.

         Twenty thousand men that day went out to the sanctuary of the sea.

         Until Gallipoli there was no match to it.

         This was a new century, a new warfare. The Gallipoli evacuation stood for twenty years as the masterpiece of military deception, as it stood as a masterpiece of naval organization. It is the yardstick by which we must measure the Operation ‘Dynamo’, by which we may assess something of the magnitude, something of the astonishing stature of the nine days of the beaches.

         The problem at Gallipoli was to move from two shallow positions served by the main landing places of Anzac, Suvla and the Helles beaches two forces of men, the first (from Anzac and Suvla) numbering 83,000 on December 8th, when the Government’s decision to evacuate was received, the second (from Helles) numbering approximately 42,000 at the same date. These men were deployed in perimeters securely held‚ admirably defended with trench systems, wire emplacements, and a plenitude of artillery that had stood the test of eight months of bitter fighting. Transport difficulties were insignificant, for every man, even in the forward observation posts, fought within walking distance of the embarkation points. On the beaches there were piers and quays. These were rough—improvised, some of them, out of old ships, some of them out of the hard ingenuity of the engineers—but they had served to put an army ashore and to keep it supplied through the long months of the campaign. To add to the strength of the army’s defences was the fact that almost everywhere along the perimeters the enemy lines were within reach of naval guns which could give—and did give—an astonishing covering fire. Moreover Monro had two months after his decision was taken in which to prepare for the operation. We had a sufficiency of ships, and we had no danger from the air with which to contend.

         Yet of Gallipoli Lord Kitchener could say in a telegram to General Birdwood:

         ‘I absolutely refuse to sign order for evacuation, which I think would be greatest disaster, and would condemn a large percentage of our men to death or imprisonment.’

         It is not necessary to detail the unpleasant history of the decisions for the evacuation of Gallipoli. It was an evacuation of policy, not of necessity. The moment for our withdrawal was our own. Before that moment we had time to practise every artifice of deception, every device that might mislead our enemy.

         The first phase of the operation was the evacuation of Suvla and Anzac. It was fixed for the night of the 19th of December 1915. By the afternoon of December 18th 44‚000 men‚ 130 guns, and several thousand animals had already been embarked by an intensification of the normal traffic from the beaches. There remained something under 40,000 men ashore. It was considered impossible to lift more than 20,000 of these in a single night. On the night of the 18th the first 20,000 were got clear. On the night of the 19th‚ without interference from the enemy, the last men left the beaches, the dumps were fired, and the mines exploded. There were no casualties and no

         The German military correspondent of the Vossiche Zeitung wrote:

         ‘As long as wars last this evacuation of Suvla and Anzac will stand before the eyes of all strategists as a hitherto unattained masterpiece.’

         Three weeks later that summit of achievement was topped by the pinnacle of Helles. Again there was time for preparation, time for deception. The actual movement began on December 28th, and more than half the men were removed in the first period. The enemy knew that it was contemplated and appears to have known early that it was in progress. There was air reconnaissance here, German Taubes flying over the beaches from time to time; and on the 7th of January 1916, the Turks attempted, after a heavy artillery duel, to interfere with the operation. The brilliant covering fire of the naval guns broke that attempt in its own trenches. On the night of January 8th General Davies had 17,000 men and 40 guns left to hold his 8 miles of line. By 8 o’clock in the evening the first flight of ships was in, the first wave of men was filing aboard them. At 11 o’clock the second flight moved in. The wind was rising and the sea with it. At 1.30 the last flight came in, and by 3.30, despite all that the sea could do, the last men were off Gallipoli.

         That was Gallipoli, the greatest evacuation in the history of war until Dunkirk.

         What was Dunkirk?

         It was the rescue of an army. It was not a withdrawal, long contemplated, meticulously prepared. It was not a strategic conception made desirable by extraneous needs. It was a brutal, desperate adventure forced upon us by the most dire disaster, carried out under the eyes of an enemy flushed with victory, elated with the certainty of conquest. It was carried out in defiance of time, of circumstance, of death itself. There was no secure perimeter in the days that led to it, but only an army falling back in hot battle, with its flanks open and its allies broken upon either hand: an army cut off from its bases, lacking the very essentials of modern war: an army outclassed by its enemy, inferior in everything save courage and determination: an army designed for principles of war that were outmoded, facing an enemy who had forged a weapon to fight a strategy unknown.

         It came to the beaches after desperate weeks, battered, bruised and infinitely weary. It marched to its evacuation over bitter miles, and every yard of all those miles was challenged by the enemy, and every hour was made brutal by the enormous strength of the Luftwaffe in the air.

         And when it reached the tidemark there waited for it the armada of a fantastic improvisation. Here were no troopships long prepared; here was no careful withdrawal. Here was only a fleet of ships’ lifeboats and motor yachts, of Dutch skoots and French fishing boats, British coasters and Channel ferries, of drifters, minesweepers, sloops, destroyers: the strangest fleet in the history of war upon the sea; battered from the air and from the shore, bruised, broken, and in ceaseless peril—only these and the spirit of an awakened England.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER II

            PLAN D

         

         1

         The first phase of the second Great War ended at 4.30 a.m. on Friday, the 10th of May 1940, when German aircraft appeared over Lord Gort’s headquarters at Arras and dropped a load of bombs.

         At 5.30 a.m. a message was received from General Georges, commanding the Front of the North East, ordering ‘Alertes 1, 2 and 3’. These were the preliminary orders for putting into operation ‘Plan D’.

         As if the bombers had been a signal, from the estuary of the Ems to the basin of the Saar the whole German front flamed into action. Holland was invaded, Belgium was attacked, Luxembourg was overrun. Over 300 miles of the flat levels of the Low Countries and across the hills of the Ardennes the vast German war machine thundered forward.

         Plan D was the counter-move. Long contemplated, long examined, it was believed by the French, with whom it had originated, to provide the answer to a new use of the old invasion route. Pivoting on Longwy at the end of the Maginot Line, the Franco-British forces manning the line of the Belgian frontier were to swing forward like a door slamming in the face of the enemy until they stretched across the line of the Dyle from Namur through Perwez and Louvain to the ‘National Redoubt’, the vast fortified area of Antwerp and the River Scheldt.

         It was a grandiose plan, arresting, compelling, vital—and foredoomed to failure. Its doom was implicit in the fact that the French General Staff—and, for that matter, our own—had failed to digest the lessons of Spain, of Poland and of Norway. It was foredoomed by the pitiful insistence of the King of the Belgians and of his Government on a hopeless neutrality. But beyond all things it was foredoomed by the decadence of France.

         The seeds of Dunkirk lay not in any tactical error on the Dyle front, not in any position abandoned or battle lost. They were planted before ever Hitler spoke with a loud voice in a Munich beer hall. Much has been written in condemnation of the Maginot Line. The name of André Maginot has become a symbol of passive resistance. It is perhaps unfair to him: he was the product of his age, the fruit of a nation’s irresolution.

         But the true measure of France’s national and military decadence lies not so much in the Maginot Line as in the astonishing, inexplicable failure to make the Maginot Line complete. It was a strong fortress—by French theory impregnable—and yet it lacked a wall. It was like a box in which one side was open and naked to assault. From the Swiss frontier to Longwy it stood impressive in its power. Whether it would have proved sufficient to withstand a planned and vigorous assault of the whole weight of German arms we do not know. It was never put to the full test. It was never nee ssary to put it to the test!

         The classic invasion route into France has always been through the Low Countries. From the line of the Scheldt to the low massif of the Ardennes there is nothing that offers obstacle to a modern army. The rivers are small, low and slow-flowing. There are no hills. The canals offer only momentary obstruction to the engineering genius of the armies of to-day. The first campaign of 1914 demonstrated with a cold clarity that vulnerability. Yet, fifteen years later, the French embarked on the most colossal fortification programme in the history of the world since the building of the Great Wall of China, in a bland disregard of those lessons.

         The Great Wall of China was stormed. It may be that the Maginot Line would have been stormed also. But there was no need to climb the wall when the road lay level through the open side.

         It is inconceivable that the French High Command believed in the efficacy of Belgian neutrality after the experience of 1914. It is even less conceivable that it could have believed in the efficacy of Belgian fortifications. Belgium was a small power; by many standards she was a poor power; yet it was alleged that the Belgians had built a continuation of the Maginot Line across the Germano-Belgian frontier. No such line existed: there were scattered fortifications only. In the event they delayed the enemy not at all.

         In the nine months since the declaration of war against Germany some effort had been made to establish a defence in depth along the Franco-Belgian frontier. Those efforts had been uncertain, irresolute. The theory has been advanced that the French refused to fortify this frontier because of the proximity to it of the vast industrial areas of Lille and its satellite towns. An enormous proportion of the industrial wealth of France lay between St. Omer and Le Cateau. Subsequently in the campaign of 1940 industrial interests were to prove stronger than military necessity. It may be that in the years of the building of the Maginot Line, when the industrialists of France were at the height of their power, those interests overweighted the opinions of the generals.

         Plan D had taken no cognizance of a stand between Longwy and the sea. Plan D imagined a successful temporary defence of the Belgian frontier, a successful consolidation across the line of the Dyle, a successful reconcentration of the Belgian Army in its sector between Louvain and the National Redoubt. It imagined—most disastrously of all—a successful stand between armies almost without armour, between troops new-arrived in unfamiliar positions, against the determined thrust of an armoured enemy. Plan D will take a high place in history’s list of great strategic misconceptions.

         But, misconceived as the plan itself was, there was the seed of even greater disaster in its actual execution. To cover the pivot—strategically the most desirable, as tactically it was the most vulnerable, sector of the whole movement—the French put in troops of doubtful capacity, an army of uncertain merit. 

         2

         Plan D was admirably carried out—too admirably. It is difficult to avoid the suspicion that the Germans refrained deliberately from assaulting its columns on the road, from attempting in any way to assail its wide and clumsy movement. The German commanders could scarcely have asked for more. The French 1st Army, the British Expeditionary Force, the French 7th Army, and part of the French 9th Army had swung creaking on the pivot of Longwy, cheered by the Belgians and wearing lilac in their caps. To the Germans it must have seemed that they came decked like lambs to the slaughter. They had abandoned their prepared positions; they were swinging to the aid of a reluctant ally, whose army was incapable of modern battle, whose frontiers were already broken; and, as they swung, the Germans held their fire.

         And on May 14th, only four days after they had moved up the straight and dusty roads of Belgium, Lord Gort says in his dispatches; ‘Further serious news came from the south where the enemy had crossed the Meuse between Sedan and Mezières….’

         With that news Dunkirk was certain. The hinge was gone and the door hung, for a little, reeling in the archway it was meant to close.

         It is not necessary to examine in detail the reasons for the break of Corap’s 9th Army along the Meuse. It has been said that the morale of the French troops was sapped by the Maginot Line. This is too easy an explanation of disaster. The Maginot conception was the expression of the morale of France. It preceded the break not by months but by years. The tactical failure on the Meuse front was only a symptom, even as the Line itself was a symptom of the mentality of France.

         But that break made impossible the holding of Belgium. This fact was not apparent at the time, nor was it apparent for many days. Belief in the capacity of the French Army died hard. All that the enemy had achieved, as it appeared to those who fought across the plain of Flanders, was that the Germans had forced a salient where the line was weakest. The French High Command had trusted to the natural barrier of the Ardennes and the Germans had partially solved the problem of natural barriers—that was all. The French were believed to have enormous reserves tactically dispersed, and there was no reason to think that this thrust would not be neutralized, that the salient could not be pinched out.

         The Belgians were falling back, at times in confusion, from the line of the Albert Canal, and from their fortifications. The Dutch, fighting gallantly and bewilderedly against new tactics and new weapons, were on the point of collapse. On May 15th that collapse took place. The armies of Holland capitulated. The psychological effect on the Belgians was obvious and apparent. The tactical effect of the release of a large proportion of the German armour from the Dutch areas was also obvious. It was becoming clear rapidly that the line of the Dyle would not be tenable.

         The British Expeditionary Force had from the first, by agreement of the the Governments, been absorbed in the French defence scheme. It was under the French High Command whose authority was delegated through General Gamelin to General Georges as commander of the French Front of the North East. On Sunday, May 12th, at a conference held at Château Casteau, near Mons, that command was further delegated to General Billotte, and it was under Billotte that the uncertainties and co-operational difficulties, which increased as the armies fell back, began. The first signs of the indecision of the French High Command and of the French Government were becoming apparent.

         By May 16th it was clear that Plan D had failed and must be abandoned. The position has been described as obscure. Unquestionably it was so in the fog of immediate battle, but it is, in the light of subsequent events, sufficiently clear to-day. The British Expeditionary Force was still in occupation of its line—the line that covered the centre of Belgium. North of it Giraud’s 7th Army was being dismembered. Part of it had gone into Holland and was involved in the general debacle. Part of it had been sent across the British rear in an attempt to reinforce the 9th Army. The Belgian Army, which occupied the rest of the sectors of the left, was almost visibly deteriorating. To the right the French 1st Army had lost ground, and to the right of that the French 9th Army had disintegrated—there is no other word sufficient to describe the magnitude of that disaster.

         At 10 a.m. on the 16th Lord Gort received orders from General Billotte to commence a withdrawal to the line of the Escaut, the upper Scheldt. This withdrawal was planned to take three days, one day being spent on the line of the Senne river, one on the line of the Dendre, the Escaut itself being reached on the night of the 18/19th.

         The first section of the operation was successfully completed, though it involved difficulties with tank units which were to play some part in subsequent events. On the morning of May 17th, as the second phase of the operation began, the full import of the debacle in the south began to manifest itself. Enemy armoured forces were reported to have crossed the Oise. General Giraud, who had commanded the French 7th Army on the British left, had moved down and had been ordered to take command of the force in the area of St. Quentin, but it appeared that no command in fact existed. There was a gap of 20 miles south of the Forest of Mormal. Giraud himself was captured with his staff in the vicinity of Mormal and the last hope of rallying the forces of the gap was captured with him.

         The salient had become a breakthrough. This was no longer a swordthrust—it was a series of axe blows, heavy, sharp, irresistible, cutting with an almost inconceivable speed between the armies of the north and the armies of the south. The rapidity of the German advance from the crossing of the Meuse was almost incredible. Only the slowness and indecision of the French High Command in marshalling its reserves to meet the situation, matched it.

         The headquarters of the B.E.F. had been at Arras. The advance bases were all in the area between Arras and the sea, and already the blade of the axe was poised above them. We had three divisions in these areas—the 12th, the 23rd and the 46th. They had been brought to France for training purposes. They had no artillery and their fighting organizations were in skeleton form, but in the desperation of the moment they represented a reserve. Despite the extraordinary failure of General Billotte’s headquarters to keep Lord Gort informed, preparations for the utilization of these and of lines of communication troops were put in hand.

         But the position of the armies of the north was already untenable in every sense of the word, and it was becoming rapidly and dramatically clear that unless the most drastic measures were taken it would be impossible even to swing back the northern armies into junction with the south.

         3

         On May 18th the German panzer divisions reached Amiens. On May 20th motor-cyclists in advance of the main German force took Abbeville. The blade of the axe had bitten through to the sea.

         There have been many explanations of the failure to cut the German corridor, the pathway of the axe. Not perhaps until many years after the war shall we achieve a proper judgement of the evidence, but the salient facts are clear. Let us consider first the position of the forces in the area. Simplifying the line that in places was indented and battered, the armies of the north occupied a rough semicircle that ran from the estuary of the Somme through Valenciennes and Ghent to the estuary of the Scheldt at a point a little east of Terneuzen. The north of this area was held by the Belgian Army together with remnants of Giraud’s command. The B.E.F. held the line of the Escaut with six divisions in the line-between Bléharies and Audenarde. South of this sector was the French 1st Army extending as far as Bouchain, 10 miles below Douai. That was the front.

         From Bouchain the line bent back in an enormous flank which covered Arras and developed vaguely towards the sea. That flank the generals were now striving desperately to make into a line. Part of it was occupied by the bending back of the French 1st Army with remnants of the 7th and 9th. The rest of it was occupied in the main by the three British ‘auxiliary forces’—Polforce, Petreforce, and Macforce. These had been hastily formed out of the 12th, the 23rd and the 46th Divisions. As has been said, they were weak divisions with no artillery and with only skeleton signal and transport organizations.

         At midnight on the 18/19th General Billotte visited Lord Gort at his headquarters, and for the first time a comprehensive account both of the situation and of such remedial measures as seemed possible, became available. General Billotte appears to have been in a state of some depression with little faith in the possibility of the restoration of the 9th Army front.

         There were three alternatives theoretically possible, and these were discussed. The first, inevitably, was the cutting of the corridor (they still spoke of it at that time as ‘the closing of the gap’) by simultaneous attack from the north and south. The second was the withdrawal of the entire southern armies through the lower reaches of the valley of the Somme to link up there with the rest of the French. The third was the possibility of withdrawal west and north-west to the Channel ports, with evacuation at the end of it.

         Lord Gort says:

         ‘I was unable to verify that the French had enough reserves at their disposal south of the gap to enable them to stage counter-attacks sufficiently strong to warrant the expectation that the gap would be closed.’

         In point of fact the gap was a gap no longer.

         The second alternative of reinforcement through the lower reaches of the Somme was to be wiped out utterly the following day when the enemy reached Abbeville. There were left two alternatives in fact even as the generals discussed the problems. The first of these was no longer the closing of a gap, but the cutting of acorridor. The second was evacuation.

         ‘I realized‚’ says Lord Gort, ‘that this course was in theory a last alternative, as it would involve the departure of the B.E.F. from the theatre of war at a time when the French might need all the support which Britain could give them. It involved the virtual certainty that even if the excellent port facilities at Dunkirk continued to be available, it would be necessary to abandon all the heavier guns and much of the vehicles and equipment. Nevertheless, I felt that in the circumstances there might be no other course open to me… ’1

         For the first time Dunkirk comes into the picture.

         4

         Gamelin disappeared unsung on the. 18th and Weygand took over—Weygand, the fighting general of France, the heroic figure. Immediately what was known as the ‘Weygand Plan’ took up the attention of the anxious world. The strange psychological necessity of the French for a formula seems to have found ease in the fact that there was a plan. Of attempts to implement it there appear to have been strangely few. It was a plan founded on misconceptions, and the basic misconception was the fighting spirit of France. Already defeatism had permeated the French body politic. It had permeated the French people, and it had permeated the greater part of the army. The Weygand Plan provided, in the first place, for a grandiose attack from the north of the gap. In that it was nothing more than the elementary strategic necessity which had been discussed and thrashed out already amongst the fighting generals.

         Early on the morning of May 20th General Sir Edmund Ironside, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, arrived at G.H.Q. with instructions from the Cabinet that the B.E.F. was to move southwards upon Amiens, ‘attacking all enemy forces encountered and to take station on the left of the French Army’. This decision of the British Cabinet was also founded upon misconceptions. The B.E.F. was automatically deprived of much of its fighting efficiency when it was deprived of its bases. Sustained operations could not have been undertaken against a strong enemy. It was engaged upon the whole length of its front; any attempt at disengagement would have been followed up immediately by the enemy, and inevitably the point would have been reached where the force was fighting a strong enemy in front and in rear simultaneously. Owing to transport and other difficulties it was improbable that either the French and Belgians on the left or the French 1st Army on the right would be able to conform to such a movement, and the possibilities of successful withdrawal were jeopardized in that fact alone. 

         But Lord Gort had made preparations already for an attempt at the cutting of the corridor. With the 5th and 50th Divisions he had made his plan to attack on the morning of May 21st south of Arras.

         General Ironside met Generals Billotte and Blanchard at Lens, and explained the action that was to be taken. ‘General Billotte fully agreed to this plan, and said that the French would co-operate with two divisions.’ Returning to Lord Gort’s headquarters, the C.I.G.S. telegraphed General Georges at his headquarters to the south of the corridor, and said that it was clear in his opinion that the northern armies would be finally cut off unless the French 1st Army made an immediate attack on Cambrai or unless General Georges launched an attack northwards from Peronne, the most northerly part of the vague line south of the corridor held by the French from the end of the Maginot Line to the sea.

         The new force which Lord Gort had concentrated was strengthened by the 1st Army Tank Brigade (taken from Macforce) together with Petreforce and other units. On the evening of May 20th, Major-General H. E. Franklyn, who commanded it, completed his reconnaissances, but at the conference called at 6 p.m. on the evening of the same day at his headquarters no representatives from the French 5th Corps, which was to co-operate, attended.

         At 2 p.m. on the 21st General Franklyn’s force attacked, with the co-operation of the French 1st Light Mechanized Division. The objectives of the day were captured in one of the most gallant actions of the campaign. But mechanical difficulties with the tanks began early to affect the situation. The French co-operation ‘did not develop so widely to the flanks as General Franklyn had hoped’,2 and, with the lack of substantial assistance from the French 5th Corps, it became clear that the momentum could not be maintained.

         That was the one attempt to cut the corridor. It failed—but in the measure of its success it indicated what might perhaps have been done with firm purpose on the part of the French High Command. It is still not possible to say that, even if such an attack had succeeded, the position could have been restored, but it remains a tantalizing speculation.

         If the corridor had been cut, if the German mechanized formations already to the westwards had been cut off and mopped up, if  the Franco-British-Belgian Armies of the north had been able to wheel back to the line of the Somme, would France have been saved? It seems improbable. France was defeated not upon the Meuse, not in the battles of the gap, but before a shot was fired. 
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         The position now was that the armies of the north had to accept the fact that they were cut off irrevocably from the armies of the south, and that the alternatives facing them were no longer those of continued military usefulness but of escape or surrender. The axe had cut through.

         It is time to change the simile. The armies of the north now were contained in a vast misshapen bag with its mouth open along the Channel coasts. There were six ports within the ‘mouth’—Zeebrugge, Ostend, Nieuport on the Belgian coast; Dunkirk, Calais and Boulogne along the French. If those six ports could be used, evacuation was possible.

         The German High Command had that fact securely in their minds. It is not certain yet how far the plans of the Germans were rigid, and how far the last portion was a masterly improvisation; but at once, as they reached Abbeville, the Germans began the operation for the drawing of the string that closed the mouth. Up the coast roads from Abbeville the panzer columns moved in a brilliant—seemingly irresistible—sweep. Already it was apparent that with the dwindling forces at our disposal we could not hope to hold the Channel coast. The decision was taken to abandon the Pas de Calais, to pull back the troops from what had now become the dangerous salient between Arras and Valenciennes, and to hold a line that ran eventually from the Escaut through La Bassée and along the canals by St. Omer to the sea at Gravelines. The loss of Calais and Boulogne was accepted.

         By 8 p.m. on the night of May 21st, when Lord Gort met the King of the Belgians and General Billotte at the Burgomaster’s office in Ypres, it was plain that the loss of the Belgian ports was also perilously near acceptance. There was no water in the Escaut. In the head waters the French had closed the weirs to flood the countryside. There was less than three feet: of water along the British front—hopelessly insufficient to offer even a momentary check to tanks. Lord Gort recommended—and the meeting agreed—that the Escaut should be abandoned, the army falling back on the Lys to a new line running from Maulde to Halluin on the Franco-Belgian frontier, and thence by the Lys through Ghent and north to the estuary of the Scheldt.

         But, says Lord Gort:

         ‘It was evident that sooner or later the Belgian Army would have to swing back to a line in rear, pivoting on their right of Halluin. Accordingly at the end of the conference General Billotte asked the King of the Belgians whether if he were forced to withdraw he would fall back on the line of the Yser. His Majesty agreed, though evidently with some regret, that no alternative line existed.’

         Zeebrugge, Ostend, Nieuport were cancelled out. There was left only Dunkirk.

         Swiftly the pace of things accelerated. Swiftly, but always steadily‚ always fighting, the armies fell back. The names of the towns day by day showed the unhappy progress, the names of towns through which the Old Contemptibles had fought, the names of the Flanders battlefields. Over the old trenches the new armies moved—backwards.

         The speed of the German attempt to draw the string was almost inconceivable. At 3.30 p.m. on May 21st news reached headquarters that Boulogne was under direct threat. By the evening of the 21st enemy forces were only 9 miles from Calais port. By the 23rd the canal line itself was in desperate peril. The enemy had established bridgeheads at Aire, at St. Omer and near Watten. Calais was isolated.

         On the 24th preparations were made for a counter-attack with its objective Plouvain–Marquion–Cambrai. This was an heroic conception. It was never carried out. Already the rear of the armies of the north was in dire danger. We held a corridor only to uncertain objectives. From Gravelines, where our line ended, to Dunkirk harbour is barely 13 miles, and in the north the Belgians were obviously very near the end. Early on the morning of May 25th they were heavily attacked, and for 13 miles between Menin and Desselghem were forced back from the line. There was the desperate danger that a wedge would be thrust between the Belgian Army and the British left. New dispositions had to be made at once to meet the danger. A pincer attack was developing; the left arm of it was already round the whole bulk of the armies of the north and clawing at the canal line, a handful of miles from Dunkirk; the right was cutting along the Menin Road. To ensure the withdrawal of the troops in what was now the bottom of the bag it became essential to swing back the British left flank as far as Ypres. To secure that flank it was necessary to take the last of the British reserves and even to weaken the front-line positions, and it was obvious that, with the Belgian collapse imminent, even more drastic measures would have to be taken in the very near future. The idea of a counter-attack to the south-west was put aside for the last time. The bag was shrinking.

         On Saturday, May 25th, General Weygand dismissed fifteen of his generals.

         On the morning of May 26th, at a meeting with General Blanchard (who had succeeded General Billotte, after the latter’s death, in command of the French First Group of Armies), it was decided that the main bodies were to be withdrawn behind the line of the Lys. The perimeter held now by the French and British forces measured approximately 128 miles of which 97 miles was held by British troops, and inside that perimeter the supply situation was becoming more than difficult. Ammunition already was stringently restricted. It was decided that on the night of May 26/27th a heavy withdrawal, which would have the effect of shortening the total perimeter by 58 miles, must be undertaken.

         At 10.30 a.m. Lord Gort returned from a conference with General Blanchard to find a telegram from the Secretary of State which read:

         ‘… I have had information all of which goes to show that French offensive from Somme cannot be made in sufficient strength to hold any prospect of functioning with your allies in the north. Should this prove to be the case you will be faced with a situation in which the safety of the B.E.F. will predominate. In such conditions only course open to you may be to fight your way back to west where all beaches and ports east of Gravelines will be used for embarkation. Navy will provide fleet of ships and small boats and R.A.F. would give full support. As withdrawal may have to begin very early preliminary plans should be urgently prepared…. Prime Minister is seeing M. Reynaud to-morrow afternoon when whole situation will be clarified including attitude of French to the possible move….’

         Lord Gort replied that the plan of withdrawal had been agreed with the French and that the Belgian position was ‘disquieting’. His reply ended:

         ‘… I must not conceal from you that a great part of the B.E.F. and its equipment will inevitably be lost even in best circumstances.’

         In the afternoon a further telegram was received from the War Office:

         ‘… Prime Minister had conversation M. Reynaud this afternoon. Latter fully explained to him the situation and resources French Army. It is clear that it will not be possible for French to deliver attack on the south in sufficient strength to enable them to effect junction with northern armies. In these circumstances no course open to you but to fall back upon coast…. M. Reynaud communicating General Weygand and latter will no doubt issue orders in this sense forthwith. You are now authorized to operate towards coast forthwith in conjunction with French and Belgian Armies.’

         Every endeavour was made to persuade the Belgian Army to fall back towards the Yser, but a heavy attack developed along its front between Menin and Nevele (8 miles west of Ghent), and late on the afternoon of the 26th a note from General Michiels, the Chief of Staff of the Belgian Army, said:

         ‘… To-day, May 26th, the Belgian Army is being attacked with extreme violence on the front Menin–Nevele, and since the battle is now spreading to the whole of the area of Eecloo, the lack of Belgian reserves makes it impossible to extend our boundaries, which were notified yesterday, further to the right.

         ‘We must therefore, with regret, say that we have no longer any forces available to fill the gap in the direction of Ypres.

         ‘As regards the withdrawal to the Yser the idea must be ruled out since it would destroy our fighting units more quickly than the battle now in progress, and this without loss to the enemy.’

         The break of the Belgians was, in fact, complete. Once again a flank was utterly open to the enemy. By desperate measures the gap was filled, and on the evening of May 26th Lord Gort began his plan for the final withdrawal. The first reference to actual evacuation occurs in paragraph 47 of Lord Gort’s second dispatch:

         ‘The contraction of the B.E.F. area and the shortening of its lines of communication was now making it possible to dispense with a number of rearward units. I had already issued orders for the embarkation of a number of key personnel who could be spared so as to ease the supply situation which was becoming acute. I now ordered the withdrawal of all units which were not required to continue the battle. This policy involved leaving most of the fighting troops until the last, but if full use was to be made of the shipping available, and congestion avoided on the beaches, no other course was possible.’

         Even as these orders were issued the first ships of the evacuation were moving in to Dunkirk.

         Lieutenant-General Sir Ronald Adam was given the task of organizing the Dunkirk bridgehead and of arranging the details of the embarkation. He took up his duties on the morning of May 27th.

         The drawstring was almost closed. There was left only the long, flat level of the beaches from Gravelines to Nieuport. From those two points sprang the arc of what was now to be known as the Dunkirk perimeter, an arc that ran south-east from Gravelines and the Canal de la Colme, along the canal to Bergues, and thence by Fumes to Nieuport. And already even that was in danger. The French were falling back from Gravelines village to the line of the Mardyck Canal, half the desperate 13 miles that held the enemy from the harbour of Dunkirk.

         Consider the implications of this thing. The Germans in a vast encircling movement had flung their panzer divisions from the frontier of Luxembourg by Sedan through the Ardennes to Amiens, from Amiens to the sea at Abbeville, from Abbeville to Boulogne, from Boulogne to Calais—300 miles and more of the dusty roads of northern France, 300 miles behind the enemy front line. And they were stopped barely 6 miles from their objective—stopped and held for nine perilous days.

         On the northern arc of the encirclement they had thrust across Belgium from Eupen by Liége, Louvain, Brussels and Ghent. As the Belgian Army collapsed and capitulated on the night of May 27th, they raced for the last miles—and they lost the race at Furnes, 170 miles from their starting-point, 13 miles from Dunkirk Mole, checked by the furious defence of the 7th Guards Brigade under Major-General J. A. C. Whitaker. In the words of another British commander who fought on the soil of the Low Countries: ‘It was a damned close-run thing.’

         Within forty-eight hours the B.E.F. was in the perimeter. With it was the French garrison under Admiral Abrial, who had as his Chief of Staff Rear-Admiral Leclerc, and Rear-Admiral Platon, Governor of Dunkirk. His headquarters were at Bastion No. 32 near the Mole. The situation with the rest of the French Army was so extraordinary that it can be dealt with only by direct quotation from the Gort dispatches:

         ‘Next morning (May 28th) General Blanchard arrived at my headquarters at Houtkerque at about 11 a.m., and I read him the telegram which I had received the previous day from the Secretary of State. It was then clear to me that whereas we had both received similar instructions from our own Government for the establishment of a bridgehead he had, as yet, received no instructions to correspond with those I had received to evacuate my troops. General Blanchard, therefore, could not see his way to contemplate evacuation.

         ‘I then expressed the opinion that now the Belgian Army had ceased to exist, the only alternatives could be evacuation or surrender. The enemy threat to the north-eastern flank appeared certain to develop during the next forty-eight hours. The long south-western flank was being subjected to constant and increasing pressure, especially at Cassel and Wormhoudt, and the arrival of the enemy heavy columns could not be long delayed. These considerations could not be lightly dismissed. While this discussion was taking place, a liaison officer arrived from General Prioux, now in command of the French 1st Army, to say that the litter did not consider his troops were fit to make any further move and that he therefore intended to remain in the area between Bethune and Lille, protected by the quadrangle of canals.

         ‘I then begged General Blanchard, for the sake of France, the French Army, and the Allied cause to order General Prioux back. Surely, I said, his troops were not all so tired as to be incapable of moving. The French Government would be able to provide ships at least for some of his troops, and the chance of saving a part of his trained soldiers was preferable to the certainty of losing them all. I Could not move him. Finally he asked me formally whether it was my intention to withdraw that night to the line Cassel–Poperinghe–Ypres.

         ‘I replied in the affirmative and informed him that I now had formal orders from His Majesty’s Government to withdraw the B.E.F. and that if I was to have any hope of carrying them out I must continue my move that night. General Blanchard’s parting was not unfriendly, and when he left I issued my orders for withdrawal to provide for that change of mind on the part of the French High Command for which I so sincerely hoped and which in fact took place later.’3

         It is hardly necessary to comment on these paragraphs. Throughout the disastrous weeks of this campaign the French High Command had demonstrated an inelasticity of mind that in itself was the death-warrant of France.
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         This was the story in its bare essentials. It is not possible, nor is it within the scope of this book, to tell the wider story. The British Army was within the Dunkirk perimeter, but its regiments came to it with their honour. The front that they had held from the Dyle through the successive stages of the reverses until they held it now along the perimeter of the ancient town had never broken. They had withdrawn—never to prepared positions—but always conforming to the breaking of the Allies on their flanks. Whether they could have achieved their salvation by some other means has been debated. If at the very start, deserting Belgium and the Belgian Army, the B.E.F. had struck south, there is small doubt that it could have broken across the corridor and reached the French armies of the south. Tactically the operation was feasible: politically it was impossible: strategically it is doubtful whether it would have had any major influence on the sequence of events. France fell when the Meuse was crossed.

         There is in the story of the British retreat a saga of heroism and self-denial that will one day receive its full meed of praise. The British Army that reached the perimeter of Dunkirk was a fighting army still. Hungry—it had been put on half rations on May 23rd—short of water, short of ammunition, short of food, short of every essential supply, it retained its valour and its will to fight. When the beach parties were taken off at the end of the nine days the enemy had still broken through nowhere, and in that fight they were helped valiantly by a considerable proportion of the French forces that had garrisoned the port or that had withdrawn with them.

         There remain two things only which need mention in this brief account.

         The defence of Calais will stand for all time in the history of the British Army as the model for a holding action. It may be that Calais was the key to the holding of the Dunkirk beaches. Had Calais fallen in the first rush, had the two panzer divisions that were held by the heroic handful of the 30th Brigade been free to sweep down the coast through the uncertain French at Gravelines, the beaches might have been cut behind us. As it was the French, even with the forty-eight hours of preparation that were given them by the sacrifice of the Brigade, failed on the Gravelines Canal line. They had to fall back before the thrust of the panzers to Mardyck, less than 7 miles from Dunkirk Mole. The story of that brief battle is long in the telling—long because it is a compound of courage and of resolution, of that superb spirit which can sacrifice self for the general good.

         Boulogne is important for another purpose. Boulogne too was defended bravely. I watched the battle for it from the Dover cliffs in the clear light of that hot May afternoon. I watched the shell bursts creep across the town, marking by their pattern the tragedy of that defence; and in the night, by the pricking light of their bursts, I saw the end.

         But Boulogne was the pattern for Dunkirk. It set the standard of heroic evacuation. The destroyers that went alongside the old cross-Channel wharves, fired on by tanks from the streets, shelled by field guns, wrecked by pom-poms from those hotels that had held myriads of Channel passengers in the days of peace, were the model for the ships that went in to the Dunkirk Moles.

         
            1 Second Gort dispatch, paragraph 30.

            2 Second Gort dispatch‚ paragraph 33.

            3 Second Gort dispatch, paragraph 52.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER III

            THE ENGLISH SHORE AND DUNKIRK
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         Dunkirk was served from six British ports—Sheerness and Margate to the north of the Foreland, Ramsgate and Dover, Folkestone and New-haven to the south—but Southend and Deal and even some of the beaches saw also scattered groups of men arrive.

         Sheerness, at the mouth of the Medway, is a naval port, ancient enough to have been burned by the Dutch fleet under De Ruyter in 1667. While the arrangements for the dispatch of the small boats were proceeding within the area of the naval dockyard, men were working on the ancient fortifications which back the moat that cuts off Sheerness from the mainland in preparation against a new invasion.

         Margate has, properly speaking, no harbour. A single curving jetty encloses a narrow inlet from the sea: small craft only can use it. But there is a pier at Margate, one of the spidery iron and timber and gilt filigree piers beloved of the English pleasure coasts; a frail thing—but across its end where the paddle-steamers berthed to land their singing thousands in the summers of the peace, there berthed now sloops and minesweepers, cross-Channel ferries and those same paddle-steamers, grey-coated, grim, and loaded with men who did not sing.

         Ramsgate has a harbour. Two curving arms enclose a sheet of water, tidal, drying out in its centre at low water of spring tides, but with sufficient water at all times next to the piers themselves to float small craft. Ramsgate was the harbour of the little ships; so filled with them, so intensely active, that almost all through the operation there floated inside the piers a vast raft of motor-boats and motor-yachts, of ships’ lifeboats and naval cutters and fishing craft. At the end of the West Pier there is a floating landing-stage where larger vessels such as the trawlers and drifters put their men ashore.

         South of Ramsgate was Dover, Dubris of the Romans, the Continental gateway of England whose gates were open now to take back an army that men thought was lost. Dover was a naval port when Caesar’s galleys worked the Channel ferry. Throughout the long history of the Cinque Ports it held a premier place in the marine economy of Britain. But as a modern naval base it came into being with the commencement, in 1898, of the great Admiralty harbour. Three enormous breakwaters, the most important more than 4,000 feet long, enclose a vast protected basin. It was designed to hold the Channel Fleet, but conceptions of naval strategy have changed in recent years. Even in 1914 it was not considered desirable to station a fleet on Dover, and the port was used as a flotilla base throughout that war. Its importance from the point of view of heavy ships was still further diminished in 1939, and, with the movement of the main army bases to the more westerly French ports, its importance even as a cross-Channel ferry harbour had declined in stature.

         Yet on the facilities of its peace-time traffic were based the needs of an army in desperation. In twenty years the East Pier had been used only to export odd cargoes of scrap iron and coal while the nearer mines of the Kent field still worked. The Prince of Wales Pier had been used for pleasure-steamers alone. The West—the Admiralty—Pier had been the cross-Channel steamers’ terminus. But from the East Pier went out the food, the water, the ammunition, and the stores for the last fight of the British Expeditionary Force, To the Prince of Wales Pier came lame and battered ships. Through the Channel terminus, with its prosaic Customs shed, its dingy passageways to the Maritime Station, its smoke-grimed arches and its blackened roof, came the men of the deliverance in thousands and in scores of thousands.

         Beyond Dover was Folkestone, the second of the two great Straits ferry ports. Folkestone’s facilities were restricted; they had not been extended for war purposes, and its 500-yard-long harbour pier could handle only a limited amount of shipping at one time. It was used principally by the personnel ships, many of them Southern Railway vessels that had used this harbour in time of peace.

         Newhaven, off to the west beyond Beachy Head, was the furthest of all the points used for the disembarkation. There was a special reason for this. The major part of the evacuation of wounded from the eventual Continental battle had been planned to flow through this narrow harbour at the mouth of the Sussex Ouse, with its railway communications with London and the north.

         This was the English shore.
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         When on Sunday, May 19th, the first meeting was held in London to consider the problems of the B.E.F., evacuation was regarded as improbable and the meeting was mainly concerned with the possibilities of the maintenance of the B.E.F. through the ports of Dunkirk, Calais, and Boulogne. The Allied shore ran through to the coast of Holland.

         Four days later the Germans were at Abbeville; Boulogne and Calais were invested, and the Belgian Army was perilously near its breaking point. The coast had shrunk to the stretch from Gravelines to the Belgian ports. As the hours—almost as the minutes—went by that coast shrank. When on Sunday, May 26th, the first ships of the evacuation went to Dunkirk the friendly shore had diminished to the strip of beach that runs from Gravelines to the Belgian ports; and already the Belgian ports were useless, for they lay in the rear of a breaking army. The field of the evacuation was to shrink to the strip from Nieuport town to Mardyck, 25 miles of empty sand.

         Dunkirk lies a third of the way along this sector from the west: the rest is open beach. Along the beach lie little villages—Malo-les-Bains, Bray-Dunes, La Panne and Coxyde. They had no piers; they were no more than demilunes of buildings fronting the yellow waters of the North Sea. Their one importance wag that by their roads lay access to the hinterland.

         The coast itself is low and flat. Most nearly it compares in England with the Lancashire coast: a wide beach, a long shallow foreshore which the receding tide leaves bare for half a mile to seaward, a deep-water channel at the edge of the shallows 800 yards or so in width, and beyond that sandbanks lying parallel with the coast forming a barrier against the North Sea. It is extremely important to remember the seaward aspects of the French coast in the proper evaluation of the operation. Dunkirk could not be approached directly from the North Sea. It had to be approached along this 800-yard-wide deep-water channel, parallel for many miles with the coast either from the east or from the west. Whoever held the coasts commanded the channel.

         The focus of all this area was, for obvious reasons, Dunkirk town. It is an ancient harbour. Thirteen hundred years ago in the dunes that fringe the beaches St. Eloi built a chapel—the Dune Church. That chapel became a place of pilgrimage: a fishing village grew about it and enlarged itself. Three hundred years later Baldwin, Count of Flanders, made a fortress of it, ringing it with a moat and walls. By then a harbour was already established. That harbour grew to be the third port of France, a fine modern harbour with seven dock basins, accessible to big ships and amounting in all to approximately 115 acres. It had four dry docks. It had 5 miles of quays, and three of the fine canals of the Low Countries fed into it. The docks were deep set into the town and from them a dredged channel led through to the sea. Long piers protected it against the swirl of the tide along the coast: the West Pier wall that came out from the oil storage area, the East Mole that sprang in a great curve from the ancient citadel and thrust 1,400 yards out into the roadstead.

         A fine harbour—had we been able to use it we might have got away the British Expeditionary Force ‘horse, foot and guns’. But the docks were useless. Bombed incessantly over a period of weeks they were a mass of battered metal and broken walls; the basins were open to the tide; the gates wrecked and jammed; the cranes stood weakly on three legs or lay like stricken birds along the quays. And over them, all through the evacuation, hung the pall that was lit on its underside by the red flame of the burning warehouses.

         There was left for the purposes of the evacuation the East Mole alone.

         It is essential to carry in one’s mind a clear picture of the Mole. It was not a stout stone breakwater with mooring places for ships along its length. It was a narrow pile plank-way barely wide enough for three men to walk abreast, with on either side a protective railing of moderately stout timbers above which longer piles projected at intervals to make Samson posts by which a ship could be warped in emergency. At the far end was a nose with a substructure of concrete on which a short lighthouse stood. It was not designed for ships to berth against. It was not calculated for the stresses and strains set up thereby. The free movement of the tide beneath the piles made it extremely difficult to bring craft alongside. All these factors were to play intensely important parts in die evacuation.
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         There is no precise record of the bombing attacks upon Dunkirk. They began with small and isolated raids parallel with the opening of the assault on Belgium, and throughout the brief weeks of the campaign they continued on an increasing scale. The greater part of the time the attack was principally upon the harbour and its facilities. The roads leading to it suffered assault. The railway lines were put out of action and the quays themselves received heavy damage.

         By the middle of the month the Germans were claiming that the harbour was no longer operable and when, by May 23rd, the enemy had taken Abbeville and threatened the Channel coast as far as Calais, it was admitted on our side that the dock facilities were virtually useless. In the three days that followed before the evacuation began the raids grew steadily heavier.

         During this period the s.s. Spinel, with a cargo of petrol, arrived at Dunkirk. There were many attacks, and eventually Spinel  was moved to a new berth in the inner basin. A little after this the bridge at the entrance to this basin was bombed and demolished. The wreck completely blocked the entrance channel, and the Spinel  was trapped and unable to leave. The vessel was abandoned and her master and crew eventually taken off. Her fate illustrates the general condition.

         On the 25th the enemy, leaving the harbour for a brief while, hit and completely wrecked the waterworks which supplied the town with fresh water. On the 26th, even as the first ships were being prepared for lifting the men of the harassed armies, the oil tanks on the east side of the harbour near the entrance were very heavily bombed and set on fire, and the great pall of smoke that was to become the mark of Dunkirk rose for the first time into the afternoon sky.

         It was to a broken and battered town that the B.E.F. fell back. It was to a shattered and a useless harbour that the ships came in.
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            ‘The  situation  of  the  British and  French Armies, now  engaged  in  a  most severe battle  and  beset  on  three  sides from  the  air, is  evidently  extremely  grave. The surrender  of  the  Belgian  Army  in  this  manner  adds  appreciably  to  their  grievous peril. But  the  troops  are  in  good  heart  and  are fighting  with  the  utmost  discipline and  tenacity….

            ‘I  expect  to  make  a  statement  to  the  House  on  the  general  position  when  the  result of  the  intense  struggle  now  going  on  can  be  known  and  measured. This  will  not, perhaps, be  until  the  beginning  of  next  week. Meanwhile  the  House  should  prepare itself  for  hard  and  heavy  tidings.’

            (RT. HON. WINSTON CHURCHILL, C.H., M.P. 

House of Commons, 28th May 1940)

         

         The story of the week that followed is the story of Dunkirk.

         From the hour when the first troops reached the beaches, as Lord Gort’s armies fell back within the floods of the perimeter, Dunkirk was a sea battle. Upon the army still remained the urgent necessity of maintaining the perimeter secure; upon the air force lay the necessity of protecting, in so far as it might be possible, the congested demilune that held almost 400,000 men against assault from the air: but upon the navies fell the whole burden of the last retreat—the retreat to safety.

         The responsibility for the seaward operations of Dunkirk lies between two bodies: the Royal Navy which, through the Admiralty, the Nore and the Dover Commands, was responsible for the operations, and the Merchant Navy which, through the Ministry of Shipping (now included in the Ministry of War Transport), was responsible for the greater portion of the ships.

         Evacuation had started from the Belgian ports as early as May 10th when Sir Lancelot Oliphant initiated the movement of British subjects from Ostend. Simultaneously evacuation was going on from certain of the Dutch ports, but it was not until May 14th that military evacuation began with the attempt to remove a portion of the Dutch Army. These movements were important though comparatively small.

         On May 15th the War Office intimated to the Ministry of Shipping that changing circumstances might make necessary the reorganization of the supply lines of the British Expeditionary Force, and an investigation was at once made into the possibility of supply by small vessels through the Channel ports. Within four days our lines of communication were to be cut. With the entry into Amiens and Abbeville the B.E.F. was irrevocably severed from its bases. Even in ancient days lines of communication were a primary charge upon an army’s strength. The mechanized army of to-day is more dependent on its lines than any other. To exist at all, to move, it must have petrol in vast quantities. It cannot live upon the countryside: it must have rations in a constant and elaborate stream. The ammunition supply, with the growth of automatic weapons, has trebled and quadrupled in recent years. The increase in size of field guns that has come with mechanized equipment has enormously magnified the weight of munitions to be carried. Lines of communication have become the major preoccupation of a modern army—and these were cut.

         On May 16th a further complication arose through a statement from the French Mission to Belgium that the French Government wished to evacuate 300,000 Belgian refugees by sea from Ostend and Zeebrugge. For that purpose they had allocated three cross-Channel steamers! Assistance was asked for.

         On the 19th Dunkirk was reported out of action, Calais was damaged and threatened, Boulogne was likewise damaged and threatened. But through the complications of battered ports and refugee shipping it was decided by the War Office on that day that the armies of the north, isolated by the German thrust to Abbeville, were to be supplied by way of Dunkirk, Boulogne, Calais and Ostend.

         At a meeting presided over by General Riddell-Webster and held at the War Office this Sunday evening the situation as a whole was examined, and it was determined that, while the decision as to the actual ports to which the ships should go should rest with the Vice-Admiral Commanding Dover, Calais and Boulogne should be used as much as possible as it was more difficult to give air protection to Dunkirk. Various alternative methods, such as barge traffic to Gravelines, Etaples and other small ports, were discussed. In addition to this the meeting considered the question of evacuation of personnel. This question was dealt with under three headings. The first of these was the orderly evacuation of personnel amounting to 2,000 a day from May 20th onwards; the second the possible emergency evacuation of base units, hospital staffs and odd personnel which might amount to some 15,000 in all from the night of May 22nd onwards; and the third ‘the hazardous evacuation of very large forces’—this was considered unlikely.

         For this purpose at the time the meeting was held there were thirty-six personnel ships based on Southampton or Dover, including railway packet ships, Irish cross-Channel vessels, and Dutch and Belgian ships. It was agreed that control would be delegated completely to the late Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, K.B.E., K.C.B., M.V.O., then Vice-Admiral Commanding at Dover; that embarkation would be performed preferably at night; and that, where possible, loading of troops should take place at dispersed points such as coastal piers. In addition V.-A. Dover was to investigate the question of the number of ships that might be able to work from the existing French ports and whether additional loading places could be used in the event of emergency by small craft. The War Office and the Ministry of Shipping were to attach liaison officers to the staff at Dover.

         The report of this meeting was the skeleton plan of the evacuation.
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         Perhaps its most significant point was the decision to delegate all authority for the operation to Vice-Admiral Bertram Ramsay. No man in the Royal Navy was better qualified for the task he had to undertake. In the war of 1914–18, as a young commander, he had been captain of a monitor in the bombardment of the Belgian coast. Later he had held the command of the flotilla leader Broke  in the Dover Patrol. After various appointments he had retired from the Navy in 1937 at the conclusion of his appointment under Admiral Sir Roger Backhouse as Chief of Staff, Home Fleet.1

         In the Munich crisis he was recalled to the Service and reorganized the Dover Command, which was eventually separated from the Nore. He was in charge at Dover when the British Army crossed to France a year later and his work in the first nine months that followed the 3rd of September 1939 was onerous. It held, however, little of the excitements of the old Dover Patrol; the Straits were a long way from German territory in those nine months, there was in that period no surface attack, no surface enemy to fight. The Dover Command dealt at first only with the possibility of submarine attack, the irritation of sporadic mine-laying. But it was largely in Vice-Admiral Ramsay’s area that the first great threat of the magnetic mine developed, and on his shoulders lay much of the responsibility for the initial counter-measures. In his command too developed the first air threat against our shipping.

         In this strange warfare his personality achieved a new importance. It was said of him that he was an aloof man, difficult to contact in the human sense, and that he had a dislike for details coupled with a certain ruthlessness. These things may have been true—yet under his command men were inspired to heights that have seldom been achieved in all the long sea history of Britain. Under his authority was carried out the most complex, the most detailed sea manœuvre in the history, it may be, of the world.

         From his staff he selected sixteen men for the immediate purpose of the operation. They worked and had their being—for practical purpose they lived—in a chamber in the Dover chalk that was called the ‘Dynamo Room’. The code name for the operation was ‘Dynamo’. In that room, and with that tiny staff, the astonishing complexities of the operation were planned, developed and implemented. It was the nerve centre of a vast corporate body that was to stretch before the evacuation ended from Cornwall to the Norfolk coast, from Teddington to Dunkirk Mole.

         Over the operation as a whole, therefore, Vice-Admiral Ramsay had complete command. His authority was delegated as far as the surface of the Channel and the waterways off Dunkirk were concerned to Rear-Admiral W. F. Wake-Walker, O.B.E., with the title Rear-Admiral Dover Straits. The responsibility for Dunkirk town and the beaches themselves was rested upon Captain W. G. Tennant, M.V.O., R.N., while at Dover the responsibility for disembarkation and for the ships themselves rested upon Commodore E. G. Jukes-Hughes, R.N., as Principal Sea Transport Officer. At Ramsgate the senior naval officer was Captain W. R. Phillimore, R.N., and at Newhaven, Captain A. A. Lovett-Cameron, R.N., while at Dunkirk Mole, the place of honour, Commander J. C. Clouston, R.N., was appointed Pier-master and served gloriously for six days until his death. 

         Even as the ‘Dynamo Room’ came into being the situation changed. It is essential in any attempt to evaluate its work to remember that, as it began its planning, the Germans broke through to the coast and at once, from being an area far removed from the possibility of German naval intervention, the Channel became an intensely vulnerable point. Already the Germans were at the mouth of the Scheldt. Flushing is barely 90 miles from Dover. The Germans held Flushing. E-boats were known to be using the port as they were using others of the Dutch harbours. On the 19th, as the London meeting was being held, the Germans were moving up to Abbeville. On the 20th they had reached the Channel coast. It required small prescience to realize that in a matter of days German guns would be on the heights across the narrow sea from Dover. The home waters of Vice-Admiral Ramsay’s own command were under threat.

         He had to make dispositions to meet the new problems. Out of the small force of his own ships of the Dover Command he had to provide destroyers to bombard the German columns moving on the coast, to support the Guards as they fought desperately in the defence of Boulogne, to land Marines to assist them, to evacuate them when the defence was abandoned. He had to provide through his command for the landing of the 30th Infantry Brigade for the defence of Calais, and for sea-borne artillery support on its flanks. Escort and anti-aircraft cover had to be furnished for shipping movements connected with the decision to supply the B.E.F. through the Channel ports. Patrols had to be provided against the possibility of E-boats and submarine attacks. And every hour the problems grew in complexity and in urgency.

         All this had to be done in these early days with the staff of a command calculated to the necessities of the period when Dover lay far from the enemy. The shifts, the expedients, the improvisations of those days would alone take a book in their telling. Officers were moved from their normal routine duties to a hundred fantastic tasks, but their own duties in the very hour of their removal were become of vital importance. Substitutes had to be found. Wrens, for example, took over the plotting of ship movements; they took over a score of other jobs that they had not before attempted, and in the magic of that hour they succeeded. Petty officers and ratings took on the work of officers, and made good. All over the country naval officers on leave came in voluntarily or were recalled by the Admiralty. Most of them went to the ships of the operation but many of them were detached for the extraordinary duties that arose in every corner of the harbours, on every pier of the disembarkation.

         At Dover the command grew overnight from a slender tree to a giant oak and under the shadow of its hundred branches the task began.
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         Behind Vice-Admiral Ramsay was the whole weight of the Admiralty. There are innumerable facets of Dunkirk of which it may be said that they stand unique in history, but in some ways the most remarkable feature of the whole exploit was the manner in which all those concerned in it dispensed with ‘red tape’. This is not an attempt at humour. Modern warfare is primarily a problem of organization. For its very existence organization demands order. No way has been found in modern civilization of producing order without a degree of bureaucracy. With bureaucracy certain restraints, certain restrictions, are not merely necessary, they are inevitable. They are even, despite the endless jibes, desirable when the broad view is taken.

         But in Dunkirk, paradoxically, the broad view was no longer possible: only the narrow view, the view of an utter and absolute urgency, could be taken. Everything had to be subordinated to the necessities of the moment, and it is not the least measure of the operation’s magnificence that from the Board of Admiralty down to the petty officer storekeepers, regulations were dispensed with; rules, even ancient traditions, were abandoned in the concentration on the one essential object—the success of the greatest rescue expedition in the history of mankind.

         From Whitehall, therefore, as Vice-Admiral Ramsay asked, he was given. As his original destroyer flotilla was decimated by enemy attack, by collision, by damage of one sort and another, he was given fresh flotillas. As his minesweepers were lost, they were replaced from the Nore, from Harwich, from the Humber, eventually even from the Firth of Forth. As he asked for ships, he was given them. As he asked for men and materials, he was given them. And the most remarkable, the most dramatic, of these askings was his demand for small craft to work the beaches.

         There is in the Admiralty a department called the Small Vessels Pool. Under the command of Admiral Sir Lionel Preston, it controls the supply and handling of small craft for harbour work and for auxiliary purposes. A fleet of big ships needs another fleet of little ones: ships to take out stores, munitions, water; to take off Liberty men; to take out confidential books and ‘hand messages’; to move specialists—the endless specialists required by the intricacies of a modern man-of-war—from one ship to another, to adjust, correct and advise. And where the Fleet goes, these small craft must go also. Admiral Preston’s department handles the small craft not for the British bases only, but for new bases as they are established in the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean, even in the British sectors of the Pacific. It was to this department that Vice-Admiral Ramsay’s urgent demand was passed on the night of Sunday, May 26th.

         With the wise prevision of a sound organization, the department had already envisaged the possibilities and made its own plans. On May 14th in the 9 o’clock news the B.B.C. broadcast the following announcement:

         ‘The Admiralty have made an Order requesting all owners of self-propelled pleasure craft between 30 and 100 feet in length, to send all particulars to the Admiralty within 14 days from to-day, if they have not already been offered or requisitioned.’

         In actual fact this was not a request, it was an Order initiated under Statute, but the framing of the B.B.C.’s announcement led most of the owners who answered to accept it as a request, and in the avalanche of letters that fell immediately upon the Small Vessels Pool it is significant of what was to come that the vast majority made free and unconditional offers of their vessels for any purpose for which the Admiralty might see fit to use them; and with their boats a very remarkable proportion of the owners offered their own services. It is no small tribute to the efficiency of the department that in the twelve days between the broadcast and the opening of Operation ‘Dynamo’ this mass of offers was digested and the lists prepared and ready.

         On the evening of May 26th, when Adḿiral Ramsay’s demand was transmitted to Admiral Preston, all that had to be done theoretically was to communicate with the owners on the lists and issue instructions—but that theory held only for normal times. Vice-Admiral Ramsay asked for the boats ‘with dispatch’ in the old naval term. The staff of the Small Vessels Pool was very small. Under Admiral Preston, as Deputy Director, was Captain E. F. Wharton, R.N. In all the staff numbered about a dozen. All who could be spared from the office were sent at once to the principal small-boat centres and an immediate request was made for help from H.M.S. King  Alfred, the south coast training centre for officers for the R.N.V.R., to the Flag Officer Commanding the Port of London, to the Commander-in-Chief, Plymouth, and to V.-A., Dover, for assistance.

         This swiftly organized corps began immediately on the department’s lists. Up the Thames, at places like Teddington, Kingston, Hampton Wick, Ranelagh, Chiswick and everywhere at the anchorages of the Thames yacht clubs, boats were inspected, passed, requisitioned and provided with the necessary papers. And what took place in the Thames took place also at east coast ports right up as far as the Wash, at south coast ports as far west as Southampton and Poole and Weymouth, and eventually as far as the West Country.

         But almost at once it was seen that motor yachts and the small pleasure craft alone were not enough. What was wanted were boats that could be taken on and off the shallow beaches, and the officers of the search were instructed to take lifeboats from ships in the Port of London. Up and down the enormous basins of the port liners and tramp steamers alike were stripped of their lifeboats, tugs were requisitioned, and the boats in vast tows were taken out through the lock gates as the tide served and run down the river to Tilbury. The work that had begun before midnight on the Sunday went on ceaselessly. By Monday the flow had started towards the sea. It was not to stop until the last men were away from Dunkirk beaches.
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         At the outbreak of war the merchant shipping of Britain was placed under the direct control of the Ministry of Shipping. It is not possible here to go into the ramifications of that control, but for practical purposes the Ministry was the overriding authority for all British merchant tonnage that worked out of British harbours. Into its control also, as the debacle of April and May developed, came foreign shipping—Norwegian, Danish, Dutch and Belgian. Throughout the first nine months it had worked with the Admiralty to ensure the proper flow of food, of munitions of war and of men for the prosecution of the war, and it was upon the Ministry of Shipping now that the Admiralty called for the provision of the vessels necessary for the task in hand.

         The Minister of Shipping at that date was Mr. Ronald Cross. The work fell principally upon the Sea Transport Department, which was under the direction of Mr. W. G. Hynard (who had as his Deputy Director Mr. D. H. Edwards), and on Captain J. Fisher (now Sir John Fisher), the Director of Coastwise and Short Sea Shipping. The military side of the Sea Transport Department, under Mr. C. E. W. Justice, assisted by Mr. B. E. Bellamy, dealt with the larger vessels and, as need arose subsequently, the smaller vessels were dealt with by Mr. A. L. Moore and Mr. H. C. Riggs.

         In peace-time the British Merchant Navy totalled some 10,000 ships. Superficially it would appear as if the Ministry of Shipping had an inexhaustible supply of vessels upon which to draw. In actual fact that supply was small, and most drastically limited by the circumstances of war. The figure of 10,000 in the first place covers Dominion and Colonial shipping as well. Of ships based on home ports a reliable estimate before the war places 1,850 ocean-going vessels at sea on any given day, with a further total of 1,650 smaller and coasting vessels. The number actually in British ports at any one moment is, comparatively speaking, small. Of this residue a proportion at any given time is under repair, and a very much larger proportion is in process of loading or discharging and therefore not available for immediate service.

         Owing to the necessities of war and of quick turn-round, that proportion in May of 1940 was even greater than normal. The residue of available  shipping was, therefore, extremely small, and of that available shipping a considerable proportion was not suited to the needs of the operation. The shallows off northern France, the ever-increasing possibility of air attack, made it quite impossible, for example, to use large ships. Only the extraordinary efforts of the Ministry and its responsible departments made it possible for the final sifting of suitable ships to be brought together at the right place and at the right time.
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         These, then, were the three main architects of the evacuation: the Dover Command, the Admiralty (with the Small Vessels Pool) and the Ministry of Shipping.

         On May 20th the first conference of all parties concerned was begun at Dover. On the agenda for that conference—so much had the situation changed even in the twenty-four hours since the preceding meeting—was ‘Emergency evacuation across the Channel of very large forces’. At this meeting (which was continued at the War Office the following day) it was decided that if emergency evacuation became necessary it was to be carried out from the three French ports Calais, Boulogne and Dunkirk, which it was hoped would be available. The estimated capacity of the arrangements, ‘allowing for moderate interference’, was 10,000 from each port in each twenty-four hours.

         Already the first lists of ships available and ready had been prepared. At the disposal of Vice-Admiral Ramsay at Dover were Biarritz, Mona’s Queen, Canterbury, Maid of  Orleans, King  George  V, Queen  of  the  Channel, King  Orry, Mona’s  Isle, St. Helier  and St. Seiriol, and at Southampton were Normannia, Manxmaid, Royal  Daffodil, Royal  Scot, Archangel  and Lorina. From this it will be seen that the authorities had selected the obvious and natural form of shipping for use in these waters—passenger ferry steamers. Most of them had been built for the purpose of using the French and English Channel ports. They were conditioned by years of experience and handled by men who had grown old in the trade. No better selection could have been made.

         In addition to this list, and to be ready when the Southampton ships had been called forward, were another fourteen of similar type. To supplement these the navy had twelve drifters, and there were six small coasters.

         Captain Fisher, Director of Coastwise and Short Sea Shipping, who attended the War Office meeting, stressed the usefulness of British self-propelled barges, and of Dutch flat-bottomed coasters of which a large number had come to British ports after the fall of Holland. After the meeting Captain Fisher selected some forty-five Dutch coasters to supplement the British coasters which were being rushed to the scene as they completed the discharge of their cargoes, and forty of these were requisitioned in the Thames and at Poole, and immediately manned by naval crews from Portsmouth and from Chatham barracks.

         It was proposed that the personnel ships should work the three French ports in pairs, not more than two ships in any harbour at any one time. It is interesting to note that, while the meeting was being held, a French Admiralty signal directed that all shipping in Dunkirk should leave the port and proceed to Cherbourg. Communications, medical supplies, and a score of other details were dealt with by the committee, and the question of reception was debated with the military authorities and with the railways. It was emphasized at the end that these arrangements provided only for an emergency which might arise.

         A representative of the Ministry of Shipping had been appointed to Dover as Liaison Officer, Mr. J. L. Keith, and simultaneously the War Office appointed Captain L. E. L. Wright as War Office Liaison Officer. While the committee was actually sitting and thereafter the work of preparation went on. The Sea Transport Officers at Harwich, London, Newhaven, Southampton, Poole and Weymouth were instructed to obtain records of all the small ships up to 1,000 tons, including paddle-steamers, pleasure craft and so forth, of any nationality in their own or adjacent ports capable of carrying troops, and arrangements were made for obtaining this information when the state of emergency arose and passing it to V.-A. Dover. Simultaneously a complete survey was made of all shipping in British harbours including the recently arrived Dutch merchant fleet.

         On this day Captain Digby Best (who, as deputy to the Principal Sea Transport Officer in France, Commodore W. P. Gandell, R.N., could be expected to speak with authority on the situation of the ports) reached England and reported that communication between Boulogne, Dunkirk and Calais was cut off, and that the bombing was constant. With regard to the plan for supplementing the coasters in taking across supplies with self-propelled barges which might be grounded on the beaches, Captain Digby Best raised the objection that both transport and labour were not available at the ports. He himself considered that the best place for sending military stores was Boulogne, and the P.S.T.O. and himself had established their headquarters there.

         It is indicative of the swift-moving pace of the times that even at the hour of his arrival in England his news was already out of date. The utility of Boulogne was compromised: the town itself was to be invested within forty-eight hours.

         The plan for supplying the army through the Channel ports was, however, still in existence, and work on that plan had to continue concurrently with the bigger scheme. On May 21st it was still hoped that the three ports were available, but it was believed that all were damaged and that Dunkirk was out of action. Already the use of open beaches was in contemplation.

         The bombing of the harbours was now becoming a dangerous problem, and on the 21st Vice-Admiral Ramsay made formal request for continuous fighter cover over all three ports. By the 22nd it was obvious—or as near obvious as made no essential difference—that Boulogne and Calais would not be available. Boulogne itself was invested and isolated from Calais. By the evening of that day enemy armoured units had penetrated to within 9 miles of Calais itself.

         It is not apparent that the full gravity of the situation was yet completely realized in London. On the 22nd it was said that the War Office did not anticipate any decision to evacuate before Friday, May 24th, nor did it contemplate anything in the nature of ‘panic’ evacuation, believing that the movement would take place in an orderly manner. It was considered that the flow of ships already arranged for would be sufficient to cover the necessities.

         By the 23rd evacuation was upon them. It was small comparatively speaking—the evacuation of Boulogne—but it was vitally important. Approximately 5,000 civilian refugees came through in the last rush, and approximately 250 officers and 2,800 other ranks. The superb work of the destroyers turned what might have been the first great tragedy of the evacuation into a brilliant and seamanlike achievement.

         By May 24th the situation was disintegrating everywhere. This was the black Friday. Boulogne was lost. Calais was attacked with overwhelming force, and already the enemy was by-passing it and sweeping on beyond Gravelines, and Gravelines was the end of the perimeter of Dunkirk. This was the closing of the drawstring.

         On that day it was realized by the authorities that orderly withdrawal might no longer be possible, that it was necessary—indeed vital—to prepare for a chaotic falling back of small parties of troops anywhere along the coast beyond the line the enemy now held. The flexibility of Vice-Admiral Ramsay’s planning was at once apparent. From the stillborn scheme of two ships operating in a sort of shuttle service in each of the three French ports the scheme switched over to the desperate picking up of men from open beaches. It was realized that information, communications, signals, everything might be lacking, and the only possible plan appeared to be the utilization of small craft to shuttle between shoal water and the transport ships in the deep channels that lie along the north French coast. Ports of disembarkation and reception areas were prepared in accordance with the new scheme.

         It was to most of those who knew it, to most of those who realized the possibilities of our desperate armies, to those who knew the coast, who knew the ships, who knew the sea, a counsel of despair.

         
            1 He was restored to the Active List in April 1944 as Admiral commanding the invasion force for the Second Front.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER V

            THE NAVAL AND AIR PROBLEMS
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         The purely naval problem of Dunkirk had a deceptive simplicity. In its essentials it consisted of the protection of the flanks of a transportation movement which covered a rough quadrilateral whose southern side was the narrows of the Straits of Dover and whose northern side was a line leading from Nieuport to the estuary of the Thames.

         The southern side can be dismissed in a few words. It was in the highest degree improbable that attack on a serious scale could come from there. Though the Germans held the coast from Calais through Boulogne to the mouth of the Somme it was impossible that they should yet have been able to bring even mosquito craft to the Channel ports, and the speed of the debacle as a whole had been so great that it was improbable that U-boats in any strength could have been brought up through the Channel in an attempt to attack from the west. But the eastern flank of the movement was intensely vulnerable. The Dover Command was no longer a small enclave separated by 300 miles of neutral coast from the sea bases of the enemy. German E-boats were known to be using the port of Flushing at the entrance to the Scheldt. There was only the narrow fringe of the Belgian coast between us and the enemy’s springing place.

         To achieve a just balance of the possibilities it is necessary to examine the naval position in the last week of May as a whole. Britain had a big navy, Germany a small one. It is easy to argue from this that no problem should have existed, but the tendency to over-simplification is a dangerous one. For a variety of obvious reasons Dunkirk could not be—on either side—in any way a heavy-ship affair. The shoals off the French and Belgian coasts precluded the possibility of the use of heavy ships, but infinitely more important was the threat of the new air weapon, still in its most doubtful stage. It was not in 1940 thought possible in many places that battleships would ever again be brought within gun range of an enemy’s territory. But the very tortuousness of the channels, the alignment of the shoals, the very confusion caused by the use of air power made the quadrangle of the evacuation a paradise for the schnellboote. With destroyers, torpedo-boats, motor torpedo-boats and, in a lesser degree, submarines, the Germans could have made the evacuation not merely precarious but impossible.

         Since it was a small-boat operation, therefore, it is in the sphere of light craft that any balancing of the problem must be attempted. At the outbreak of war the Royal Navy possessed 189 destroyers. This number was already considerably reduced. The ordinary loss of war was responsible for six destroyers during the period up to the Norwegian campaign. The accelerated hazard of the following month saw another five ships lost to us together with one Polish destroyer. The fighting in Holland saw a further two ships bombed and lost. But this total of fourteen does not represent the whole casualty of the sea war. There were as many ships virtually lost to us through serious damage. There were numerous others in dockyard hands for major repairs. Amongst these were many of the destroyers which had taken part in the Boulogne and Calais operations. Keith, Venetia, Vimy, Vimiera and Whitshed  were all hit at different times, and in point of fact only one of the eight destroyers which evacuated Boulogne on May 23rd/25th was completely unscathed, while Venetia  and Vimiera  were so badly damaged as to be unable to take any part in the subsequent operations.

         Of the remainder that were fit for service a large proportion were 1,500 miles to the north engaged in the complexities of the last phase of the Norwegian campaign. This was a phase of constant movement; of landing and evacuation; supplied by convoys over a route of 1,000 miles from the north of Scotland—a route subjected to constant U-boat attack along most of its length. Every destroyer of the Home Fleet that could be spared from the actual work of screening the heavy ships was engaged without rest or respite in this task.

         But Norway was not the only commitment that we had. Already the Mediterranean situation was beginning to cause anxiety. The few destroyers that we had in southern waters could not be detached from their bases, and in addition to these preoccupations in the far north and the far south there was the deadly preoccupation of the Battle of the Atlantic, then in its first phase. Destroyers in May of 1940 were still the mainstay of convoy escort. The ‘Hunt’ class escort destroyers were not yet in commission. Only five ships of our huge corvette programme had yet materialized. Over the vastness of our Atlantic sea routes we needed every escort vessel that we could find.

         Yet with these three great preoccupations the Admiralty somehow, from some incredible source of its own devising, found forty destroyers to take part in the defence and in the carrying work of Dunkirk. That is in itself one of the major naval achievements of the war—and that it was done in the face of loss that became at one point almost terrifying in the swiftness of its upward curve, demanded a degree of courage on the part of the Admiralty that has not yet perhaps had its due meed of recognition.

         The proper measure of this aspect of the operation is to be found in a speech made by the First Lord of the Admiralty nearly two years later when it was stated that in the week after Dunkirk, for all the enormous commitments of the British Navy through a world growing swiftly colder, swiftly more hostile, there were only seventy-four destroyers out of dockyard hands!

         2

         Why then did the Germans fail to interfere effectively with the evacuation? There was in principle nothing impossible in such interference. The complexity of the operation, the vast number of small craft of every type, the lack of any possibility of a system of identification, of recognition signals in darkness, or of any real ‘order’, should have made the task of any raiding E-boat almost ludicrously easy. In actual fact E-boats did come through, did take advantage of the conditions, and did sink ships—both destroyers and transports. For submarines the conditions were somewhat more difficult due to the shallowness of the water and the difficulties of the channels. None the less submarines also carried out attacks and secured victims. What was possible for a handful was possible for more. What was the explanation of the failure?

         It may be sought perhaps in the Norwegian campaign. It will be interesting to see what verdict historians writing fifty years hence will place upon that brisk and brilliant success. For in securing Norway in a whirlwind month, in seizing a new country whose major use lay in the fact that it provided an exit from the Continent with admirable sea bases for his navy, Hitler and the German Admiralty threw away the balance of that navy. The German loss in the seizure of Norway was heavy by any standard, but in comparison with the total strength of the force at their disposal it was enormous.

         The recorded German losses for the Norwegian campaign consist of the armoured cruiser Blücher (10,000 tons), the Karlsruhe and the Königsberg (6,000 tons), eleven destroyers, one sloop, the Brummer, one torpedo-boat, and a number of light craft plus submarines. In addition to these sinkings it is known that at least one battle-cruiser, two other cruisers and one of the pocket battleships, with a number of destroyers, were damaged.

         Before the Norwegian campaign was over the German Navy had thrown away the possibility of cutting off the sea escape of the Allied armies from the coast of the Low Countries. There was little left in the Fleet bases to carry out such an attack, but there was less courage in high places for the ordering of it.

         I have left the French Navy out of this brief summary of the possibilities. At the opening of Operation ‘Dynamo’ the French had not yet decided either to evacuate or to co-operate in a major evacuation. None the less the French were actively engaged in the removal of scattered units of the French 1st Army from Ostend and Zeebrugge in the days before the final collapse of the Belgian Army; in the evacuation of civilians; and in the removal of shipping and personnel from the other ports—including Dunkirk—to the westward of Brest. In the course of these movements they had suffered substantial loss before Operation ‘Dynamo’ began.
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         The air problem involved in the evacuation had an equally deceptive simplicity. Briefly it was to provide cover over the Dunkirk perimeter, to prevent the bombing of the appalling concentration of troops within those narrow limits, to protect the perimeter positions and the artillery defending it from air attack, to give cover to the beaches, and to prevent further destruction of the Dunkirk harbour facilities. In addition it had to provide for an air umbrella over the crowded sea lane between the beaches and the English ports.

         In May 1940 the radius of effective action of the average type of fighter in use was considered to be approximately 75 miles. The arc of a circle drawn with its centre at Dunkirk with a radius of 75 miles enters the English coast just short of Hastings and leaves it again at Sheerness. It just skims the coast of Essex. Only the east Kent aerodromes, therefore, were properly within fighter range of the Dunkirk perimeter. These were the days before longdistance fuel tanks and long-range fighters, but it was possible for aircraft from the Essex aerodromes to maintain themselves for brief periods over the area. It will be seen from this that the air problem immediately became enormously complicated.

         The air component of the B.E.F. had retired down the line of its aerodromes which paralleled the original lines of supply. Of its fighters few returned to England. The losses in the preliminary stages of the campaign were heavy, and despite reinforcements from England there was very little left to fly home.

         There remained the metropolitan air force. Its aircraft had to fly at extreme range from limited aerodromes against an enemy who fought at short range from the innumerable landing strips which it was possible to improvise in the flat plains of Flanders in those dry weeks.

         Cover was provided over the perimeter, cover was provided (which was even more important) beyond the perimeter, cover was provided over the ships. It was insufficient to prevent loss. Dunkirk was bombed again and again both in the days before Sunday, May 26th, and throughout the Operation ‘Dynamo’. Men and ships were lost, but over those days was set up the pattern for the Battle of Britain—that pattern of qualitative superiority that was to save Britain in the second great crisis of the war.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER VI

            THE WEEK PRECEDING THE EVACUATION

         

         1

         The coastwise channels of the North Sea had been dangerous since the very beginning of the war. Aircraft attack was taking its toll of ships long before the avalanche of May 10th. But since that date the danger had increased, and in the week before the evacuation finally began had already reached critical levels.

         It is as well to have a picture of this week in mind in considering the problem which faced the authorities in the final planning. Just before the week began H.M.S. Westminster  (lieutenant-Commander A. A. C. Ouvry, R.N.), a British destroyer of the old ‘V’ and ‘W’ class converted for escort purposes, was bombed. On May 19th the Dover rescue tug Lady  Brassey  was ordered to proceed to Dunkirk for the purpose of towing her back to an English port. Her master, G. W. Blackmore, reports on the evening of this day that the West Hinder lightship was anchored in Calais Roads. There is a certain significance in this. The sea marks were going already. That night, anchored off Gravelines, they watched from the Lady  Brassey  Dunkirk and Calais being raided from the air and saw large fires burning.

         At dawn on Monday, May 20th, Lady  Brassey  proceeded to Dunkirk and was bombed off the port. In that raid a French transport was sunk by near misses. At 9 a.m. Lady  Brassey  entered Dunkirk harbour—with instructions to keep 150 feet off the outer moles as a magnetic mine was reported near—to take H.M.S. Westminster  in tow. Taking the inside passage she appears to have reached Calais Roads without mishap, but 5 miles north-west of Calais her crew saw the London steamer Mavis  bombed and abandoned. S.s. Mavis  was one of the small ships concerned in the plan for supplying the British Expeditionary Force through the Channel ports. Much of the traffic during this week was in connection with that plan.

         Similarly the French were occupied in their own traffic, supplying the 1st and the remnants of the 7th Army, evacuating civilian refugees and certain classes of army personnel. In covering this traffic they lost the destroyer L’Adroit on May 21st to aircraft in the channel off Dunkirk, and there were other losses of small craft.

         Meanwhile the work of supplying the B.E.F. according to the new plan proceeded in circumstances of great difficulty and very real danger. This is emphasized by the loss of the store ship Firth  Fisher  with her master, Captain J. O. Roberts, and a number of the members of her crew. She was bombed with her cargo on board, and lost. The account of another of these small ships will serve to underline that danger. The motor-vessel Sodality loaded at Deptford Victualling Wharf early on the morning of May 20th. She was off Dover for orders at noon on the 22nd. Her master, Captain R. Roberts, in his report says:

         ‘1.20 p.m. received orders for Dunkirk proceeded on voyage, when entering narrow channel east of Gravelines, saw two steamers on fire in channel, thinking channel being mined kept about ship’s length to starboard of channel.

         ‘When some two miles off Dunkirk one of our own destroyers came up alongside and ordered us to stop, asked our speed, speed given 10 knots all out. Was then ordered to follow in destroyer’s line as he would be passing very close to sunken wrecks.

         ‘When 1½ miles off Dunkirk destroyer turned back and told us there would be no one to assist us and that we were to do the best we could. We entered harbour and made fast at dock entrance.

         ‘At 8 p.m. one of our naval officers came and told us that we would dock at 10.30 p.m. and 10 p.m. entered locks and before we had time to make fast German planes were over the lock gate. Men went for shelter and left us to make the ship fast ourselves. At 11.30 p.m. went to look for lock gatemen managed to get them to open locks for us to enter dock planes still bombing and kept bombing all night. Midnight made fast in berth.

         ‘The naval officer who spoke to us at 8 p.m. promised to berth us but we did not see him until 5 a.m. on the 23rd, we were on the wrong berth. 5.15 a.m. shifted to No. 7 berth. 8 a.m. commence discharge winches and cranes all through the day we were bombed’. The French crane drivers refused to drive cranes. Our own men were put in their place at 8 p.m. discharged. Enter locks 4 a.m. 24th heavy bombing all through the night.

         ‘2.30 a.m. received a note from naval officer to be in locks prompt at 4 a.m. take 240 troops on board and be clear of locks at 4.30 a.m. Entered locks at 3.50 a.m. went ashore to make inquiries about troops but could find no one, took on board 6 men waited until 5.15 a.m. then seeing no one about decided to cast off and proceed on voyage came down narrow channels the same way as we went up.

         ‘When off Calais we were shelled from shore altered course to seaward and got well out of range, when hauling in to No. 5 buoy we were again shelled from shore all dropping a mile short. At noon landed 6 soldiers at Dover by tender and proceeded on voyage….’

         This account introduces a new factor. The shelling from the Calais shore was to have a most important effect on the movement as a whole. The Germans had established batteries first of light field guns but later, as their equipment came up, of heavy guns on the rising ground near Calais, from which they controlled to a considerable extent the close route to Dunkirk Roads. The naval authorities were immediately compelled to make possible new routes which involved the sweeping of minefields, both our own and those of enemy origin, and these new routes involved a far greater mileage than the others because of the configuration of the shoals.

         There was also the problem of the wounded during this period. Supply had the first priority, but the problem of the wounded was almost equally important and even more difficult. The prearranged system of evacuation had collapsed with the changing situation. The improvised base hospitals that had been set up in the northern area to replace those severed by May 20th from the army were themselves in increasing danger, and together with the normal flow of wounded from the fighting areas the personnel of these improvised hospitals had now to be withdrawn.

         An example of what that withdrawal entailed is contained in the work of the hospital carriers Isle  of  Thanet and Worthing  on May 23rd. They sailed on the afternoon of that day from Newhaven and arrived off Dunkirk in the early evening with an air raid in progress. The Gare Maritime, the old cross-Channel berth, was bombed shortly before their arrival, but the quay still stood and they went alongside. While Isle  of  Thanet  took on board 300 wounded and Worthing  lifted a full load there were enemy aircraft almost continually overhead, and they worked under a curtain of anti-aircraft fire from ships’ guns and shore batteries until they pulled out at 11 o’clock.

         With them worked cross-Channel steamers taking off civilian evacuees. St. Helier, for example, picked up 1,500 British and French this day.

         Enemy air opposition was increasing rapidly. The air raid which Isle  of Thanet  and Worthing  endured was part of an attack that had gone on with brief intervals throughout the day either on the town or on the water. In the course of it the French had lost one old destroyer, Orage, and one large new one, Jaguar.
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         This was the Dunkirk sector, but while this traffic and this loss continued there was an operation of infinitely more importance to the future in progress at Boulogne. The sacrifice and gallantries of the defence of Boulogne have passed into history. It is impossible to detail them in these chapters. It is the evacuation alone—that long saga of heroism—which has its direct influence upon Dunkirk.

         All through this and the previous day the Dover destroyers had worked desperately along this coast attempting to relieve the pressure on the army by bombarding such targets as showed themselves from time to time along the cliffs and on the high ground behind the towns. By the late afternoon the situation had deteriorated so far that the choice before the authorities was not so much between defence and evacuation as between evacuation and surrender. At 5.80 p.m. the destroyers at sea received a signal which stated that evacuation had been decided upon.

         Already in the middle of the afternoon H.M.S. Keith  (Captain D. J. R. Simson, R.N.), the flotilla leader, and H.M.S. Vimy  were lying alongside at the Quai Chanzy. They had entered under fire and thereafter endured both bombing and shelling at frequent intervals. At 4 p.m., when it was obvious from the progress of the fighting that evacuation was upon them, Captain Simson ordered demolition of the harbour facilities to begin. Shortly afterwards this was followed by an order for the embarkation of the first troops. This was in progress when the Germans launched the biggest attack of the day in an attempt to overrun the harbour before the withdrawal could be accomplished. A preliminary high-level attack failed under the onslaught of a small formation of British fighters, but immediately after about 60 Junkers-87 dive-bombers attacked the town. Twenty-four of them concentrated on Keith  and Vimy.  At the same time mortar fire opened on the destroyers from the hill. The destroyers fought back magnificently and though Keith  was hit by a mortar shell and much damaged by a near miss which hit the quay three yards away, both ships escaped. With a large number of troops and more than 70 wounded aboard each destroyer, they backed out of the harbour. Captain Simson was dead, his First Lieutenant wounded; the captain of Vimy, Lieutenant-Commander C. G. W. Donald, R.N., was mortally wounded; and both ships had heavy casualty lists.

         Meanwhile destroyers standing by outside the harbour had also been heavily attacked. H.M.S. Whitshed  (Commander E. R. Condor, R.N.) was damaged and had casualties, but Venetia, Vimiera  and Venomous  escaped unscathed. They were joined shortly afterwards by another destroyer, Wild Swan  (Lieutenant-Commander J. L. Younghusband, D.S.C., R.N.), and a little later nine Spitfires came in to give them some sort of cover.

         Immediately two destroyers entered the harbour, Whitshed  leading, followed by Vimiera  (Lieutenant R. L. Caple, R.N.). It was now 7.30 p.m., and the destroyers had some difficulty in berthing owing to the state of the tide. Embarkation began at once, and with comparatively little interference from the enemy Whitshed  picked up 510 and Vimiera  500. They could take no more owing to the depth of water.

         As soon as they cleared the harbour Wild Swan and Venomous  (Lieutenant-Commander J. E. H. McBeath, R.N.), entered, followed by Venetia. When she was within a few yards of the breakwaters there was a sudden sheet of flame on the low hills to the north. This was the signal for a general bombardment in a determined attempt to sink Venetia in the fairway and block the harbour. The attempt came perilously near to success. Venetia was badly damaged, her captain (Lieutenant-Commander B. H. de C. Mellor, R.N.) dangerously wounded, her navigator killed, and many others wounded. She was grounded, but she was brought out by a young R.N.R. sub-lieutenant stern first, and got clear of the harbour. Venomous  was also heavily fired upon as she went alongside. The guns of all three ships engaged enemy positions almost at point-blank range, a single shot from Wild  Swan  destroying a tank which was roaring down a side street towards the quay, pom-poms from Venomous  blowing an armoured car to pieces.

         Almost throughout the embarkation the guns maintained their fire, but despite the fusillade troops coming alongside suffered many casualties both from rifle fire and from machine-guns hidden in hotels and pier buildings. By 9 p.m. Venomous  had picked up 500 men and Wild Swan 400, and with superb seamanship the two destroyers, still firing all their guns, worked themselves stern first out of the harbour. Wild  Swan  grounded but got clear; the wheel of Venomous  jammed and she was forced to steer by her engines; but both ships pulled out and, with the damaged Venetia, got back to Dover.

         The six destroyers assigned to Boulogne were now all more or less damaged. The destroyer Windsor  (Lieutenant-Commander P. D. H. R. Pelly, R.N.), patrolling off Calais, was therefore ordered to Boulogne, and arrived at 10.30 in darkness. Though she was fired upon, the confusion of the fires and the smoke saved her from a direct hit. She picked up 600 men and some 30 wounded and in due course got clear of the harbour. But there were still men ashore.

         There was only one destroyer now available without damage in the area of Vice-Admiral Ramsay’s command, H.M.S. Vimiera. At midnight she was dispatched. At 1.30 a.m. she arrived at Boulogne. The inner harbour was a mass of flames and confusion. She secured to the outer jetty and waited. There was no sign of life and her captain was on the point of slipping when he was hailed from the shore. From behind warehouses came a mad rush of Belgian and French soldiers and civilian refugees. The stampede was checked, and immediately after contact was made with British troops. Vimiera’s captain was told that there were 1,000 men left. ‘Could you take them all?’ The number was staggering, but she was the last ship. For an hour and a quarter she lay alongside while down the jetty, between the bursts of shelling and machine-gun fire, the men filed, silhouetted against the burning shambles of the town. At 2.45 a.m., with 1,400 troops on board, Vimiera  slipped her ropes and sailed. It was a magnificent feat, magnificently performed. It was to be the model for Dunkirk.

         We lost no destroyers at Boulogne—that is in the sense of total loss—but all save one of that gallant band had to be withdrawn for urgent repairs and two of them were to remain throughout the subsequent operations in dockyard hands. The tally of loss was growing rapidly, too rapidly.
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         It was to continue to grow. On May 24th the French lost a second ship of the ‘Tigre’ class, the Chacal.  She and Jaguar  were big ships, contre-torpilleurs of 2,126 tons, almost small light cruisers. This was in the Dunkirk sector. Off Calais, where the 30th Brigade was still holding out superbly, we lost the destroyer Wessex in the course of a bombardment of enemy positions on the flank of the Calais perimeter, to a furious attack from the air. In the course of the same attack the Polish destroyer Burza  was hit and lost most of her bows. Four destroyers had been lost and six put out of the battle in forty-eight hours. The cumulative effect of this added to the earlier losses was enormous, but the planning for ‘Dynamo’ went on, its ardour in no way diminished. And with it the ordinary business of the waters continued.

         On top of these things a new complication presented itself. In its endeavours to find some means of checking the desperate situation that now prevailed along the Flanders fronts, the War Office had taken the dramatic decision to throw the 1st Canadian Division into the fray. As the primary object of this move was to strengthen the already tired units of Lord Gort’s British Expeditionary Force, the division could only be shipped through the ports that were already intensely occupied with the work which has been described in this chapter—supply, preliminary evacuation and wounded.

         On the 24th advance units of the division were embarked on some of the ships. St. Seiriol, for example, took on board units of the Canadian Provost Corps. Transport and other ships at the different ports of the south coast were earmarked and held for this purpose. At the last moment, when a number of men were already aboard, the decision was countermanded. The view was taken that the situation was beyond such degree of restoration as could be effected by the throwing in of a new division and that evacuation was now inevitable, in which circumstances an extra 15,000 men would be merely an added embarrassment and a source of confusion to the lines of movement set up by the retreating army. The men who had already been loaded were disembarked.

         The traffic was still of the same kind—the evacuation of the wounded. The hospital carrier St. Julien  went into Dunkirk harbour at low tide and was subjected to heavy bombing, the nearest falling twenty feet away. Her master counted seventeen planes during this attack and, as it appeared impossible to make contact with the shore, he went astern out of the harbour and returned to Dover. Two hours later he was ordered to make a second attempt with the hospital carrier St. Andrew (which had made a series of heroic attempts to get into Calais in the course of the morning under heavy cross-fire from the shore batteries) and, provided with air cover, reached Dunkirk without incident. Owing to the shortage of R.A.M.C. personnel in the harbour area the crew had to assist in the loading of patients. On board St.  Andrew  a call for volunteers was made and the entire crew answered it. On their return journey both ships were shelled, though burning the green lights and showing the red crosses obligatory under the conventions.

         Simultaneously the ordinary work of supply was going on. As an example the work of the motor vessel Sandhill  may be cited. On this day she arrived at Dunkirk with a cargo of 940 tons of high explosive. As no electric cranes were available in the harbour, she had to discharge with her own gear, and most of the work took place under heavy raids.

         S.s. Clewbay  reached Dunkirk safely after sighting many floating mines, and was attacked on entering the channel. As she attempted to get alongside the East Pier two more bombs were dropped ahead of her, one of them hitting the pier which was shattered for some distance. As her master could get no information, and as with the darkness the raids had come on even more fiercely, she left and returned to Dover, being attacked by planes on the way and fired at by the Gravelines batteries.

         It must not be thought that the ships named represent the whole effort of the day. There were in fact many vessels moving between the English ports and Dunkirk all through these days, even as there were ships moving between Dunkirk and the ports of western France.
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         It is not easy for those who did not see it to picture Dover harbour at this time and in the days that followed. Dover harbour, as has been said, is big, but the actual quays are small and, save for the cross-Channel berth on the Admiralty Pier, unsuited for heavy working. The harbour was designed more as an anchorage for the old Channel Fleet than for a working port.

         At the Admiralty Pier there are eight berths for cross-Channel steamers. During the busy days there would be sixteen, eighteen, or even twenty ships at these eight berths. They moored there in tiers two and three deep, and, because of the difficulties of turning space—there is a ridge of rock and shoal between the Prince of Wales Pier and the Admiralty Pier at low water—almost all these ships had to be handled by tugs, and all these ships had to be handled with the utmost expedition. They came alongside, the weary and exhausted soldiers were sent ashore as swiftly as might be, and the ships pulled out again to refuel and return.

         In the main harbour there are between forty and fifty mooring buoys. These were constantly occupied with ships taking stores, repairing minor damage, very occasionally resting. At one of the buoys the oil tanker War Sepoy  was berthed and incessantly alongside her the destroyers and the oil-burning cross-Channel steamers, the pleasure boats and the rest made fast for fuel. Here too they had to be worked by tugs. The great part of the work was done by the four tugs Simla, Gondia, Roman  and Lady  Brassey. They had other duties too—moving ships into the submarine camber at the eastern end of the harbour for repairs, moving them into and out of the inner docks, Granville and Wellington, as the tide served, for work that could not be carried out in the camber.

         In his report of this period Mr. G. D. Lowe, the master of Simla, says:

         ‘The fortnight commencing the 20th of May 1940 at the time of the evacuation, the tug Simla  assisted inside and outside of Dover Harbour, 140-odd ships. The crew and myself were practically on our feet night and day. I have great praise for my crew. Never a grumble, but carrying on with the good work, all longing to help as much as possible, to see our soldiers home safe.

         ‘On May 22nd, when attending to harbour work, I received a signal, that a French ship, the s.s. Themsen, with refugees on board, had been in collision with a British ship, the s.s. Efford, three miles south-west of Dover. On arriving there, the Efford  had sunk, and the crew on her were in one of her lifeboats which I picked up. I then found out from the Captain of the Efford that all his crew were saved, and that the Themsen  had cut right into his ship.

         ‘The tug Simla  took the s.s.  Themsen  in tow, and I went on board of her, while my mate took charge of the tug, for the captain of her was in such a nervous condition that he could not take charge of his ship. He had just come from Dunkirk after being bombed all day, and asked me to take charge of his ship. I anchored her off Dover under naval orders. I then landed the crew of the Efford  at Dover.

         ‘The tugs had orders to shift two destroyers from Admiralty Pier on May 24th, in the early hours of the morning to buoys in the harbour, to make room for other ships to berth. They were the H.M.S. Whitshed and Vimy, but the crews of the destroyers were so tired and exhausted from their recent experience of Dunkirk that we let them sleep on, and shifted the destroyers without them. I expect that when they turned out from their much-needed sleep, they were surprised to find their ships in a different position, but were all fresh to go to sea again, and carry on the good work.

         ‘During the very dark night of May 24th, the s.s. Kohistan  (5,884 tons) was outside, waiting to berth at Admiralty Pier. She had about 6,000 troops on board. The naval people wanted her to berth as soon as possible on account of enemy planes coming over. The job of berthing her was not an easy one, for the harbour was full of other ships, no one being allowed to show any light. The tugs Simla  and Lady  Brassey  decided to do the best they could. It was just like going into thick fog. You could not see the other ships or buoys in the harbour, and it was a great worry trying not to hit other ships. First we would scrape along one destroyer, then just miss another one by a few feet. Well, with great care, I for one was pleased to get that ship on her berth without any mishap, and to know that the soldiers got ashore safely.’

         Simla’s  account may serve to epitomize the work of the tugs which were based on the different ports. They had their share of danger both from direct attack and from the more insidious threat of the magnetic mine; but, for the most part, it was the incessant toil of the work that bore on them. Like Simla other tugs went out to rescue work. Doria and Kenia were at sea almost throughout the period as inspection vessels at the approaches, to the great anchorages. Still other tugs were occupied in the essential work of removing the constantly growing fleet of damaged ships clear of Dover and Ramsgate and taking them to the repair yards of the Thames, of Portsmouth and Southampton.
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