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    Introduction






    When Adolf Hitler took power in 1933, Winston Churchill

    remarked, “Thank God for the French Army.” Churchill and many others as

    well believed that the French military, relying upon the strength of the

    highly regarded Maginot Line which had established fortifications along the

border with Germany, would be able to prevent the Germans from     returning to their conquering habits of the past.






    But 1940 told a different tale, and after Hitler launched his blitzkrieg on

    May 10, Paris had fallen by June 14, joining Poland, Belgium, the

    Netherlands and Luxembourg as the nations which had already been defeated

by the forces of the Third Reich. As German forces encircled the     trapped British Expeditionary Force in

    France, it looked as though the Nazi

    regime would quickly conquer the Allies. The British, along with remnants

    of the French and Belgian forces, fought desperately, knowing that they had

    no hope of winning. Their goal was to make their way to Dunkirk and from

    there, evacuate to safety across the English Channel.






As the Allies were beaten back to the port at Dunkirk, the British faced a life-and-death dilemma.     Annihilation seemed certain and imminent. Then, for

    reasons that historians have still not figured out, Hitler

    issued a Halt Order on the attack, giving the Allies the breathing room

    that they desperately needed. The British War Office sent out notice to the

    British public that seafaring vessels were needed to

    rescue the soldiers. And the Brits responded, crossing the

    English Channel in everything from ferries to fishing boats to yachts as

    the skies over Dunkirk were alight with flames from the 

bombing. While the Luftwaffe attacked from the skies, the     “Little Ships” made their way to the beaches, picking up

    troops patiently waiting in line in water up to their shoulders. The War

    Office hoped that the civilian fleet would be able to rescue 50,000

soldiers, but in a heroic feat of daring and endurance, over 300,000 troops were brought safely to British shores.     






    For the British, living on an island meant coming to terms with the water

    that surrounded them. Naval power would play an important role in the

    world-wide war that erupted across the continents beginning in 1939. But if

    not for the seafaring skills and courage of ordinary British citizens who

    were called upon to rescue their trapped soldiers at the port of Dunkirk,

    naval power would have counted for naught. The patriotic response of the

    British civilians who took their boats to the water in response to their

    country’s call did not signify a victory, as Prime Minister Winston

    Churchill pointed out when he said that wars are not won by evacuations.

    But it provided to be a badly needed morale boost for a nation that was

    about to face, on their own, the Battle of Britain and the fury of the Nazi

    military.






    Hitler unleashed months of air raids against the country.

    In response, the British demonstrated what was termed the “Dunkirk spirit,”

    as they endured the destruction, the bombing, and the ever-present fear

that they were on their own against a terrible, powerful enemy.     The unity of the British people in the face of adversity

evokes a time and a mood that seems to be absent in our modern world. In     a time when heroes seem to be in short supply, and

    division seems to be all too common among citizens of the same nation, it’s

heartening to look back upon a time of grave danger and recall that     ordinary people can do extraordinary things when the need

    arises.






Chapter One






    Britannia Rules the Waves






    “The royal navy of England hath ever been its greatest defense and

    ornament; it is its ancient and natural strength; the floating bulwark of

    our island.”






    —William Blackstone






    In the summer of 1939, the song “There’ll Always Be An England” was

    released, a tune that expressed the patriotic fervor of a nation that was

    about to find itself in a second global conflict against Germany. The

    British strength, its Royal Navy, was formally established in the

    seventeenth century, but it must have seemed as though there had never been

    a time when the island nation did not rely on its maritime prowess.






    As far back as the Anglo-Saxon days, the English had the need of a naval

    force, particularly when Vikings, whose invasions became a constant threat

    to the stability of the realm, controlled approximately half of the island

    by the middle of the ninth century. King Alfred the Great led his fleet

    into battle in 884, capturing a squadron of 16 ships before suffering

    defeat upon the return home. King Alfred designed new ships that were

    almost twice as long as the previous ships, with 60 oars, in order to be

    able to fight back against the Viking raiders menacing the coast. The

    enterprise was successful, as nine of the new ships were able to defeat six

    of the famed Viking vessels.






    The Henry Tudors, VII and VIII, were committed to the reinforcing and

    building of their country’s naval power, and under Elizabeth I, the English

    were able to defeat the mighty Spanish Armada which sailed in 1588. The

    Spanish had the mightier empire, but the English had faster ships. The

    English sailors had also learned much of their craft using the techniques

    of pirates, as sea captains such as Francis Drake plundered the ships of

    Spain that were sailing from the New World laden with rich treasure. As an

    island nation, the English knew the ways of the waters; the sea was in

    their blood. They were building a reputation as intrepid and daring sailors

    who, born in a nation that was surrounded by water, had turned their

    environment to their advantage.



