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Dunkirk

One Rescue. Nine Days. 340,000 Lives Saved.
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CLIMBING TO SAFETY While most survivors were rescued from a narrow jetty known as the East Mole, some 100,000 soldiers were evacuated directly from the waters near the Dunkirk shore.
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ON THEIR WAY British troops waved to family and friends as they headed off to France in May 1940.


INTRODUCTION

Against All Odds

The heroism powerfully portrayed in these pages—and in the summer blockbuster Dunkirk—shaped the course of history
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Exit Strategy

Between May 16 and May 21, the Nazis (represented by green shading) pushed the Allies into a corner of northwest France, almost to the sea. They thought the English had no choice but to surrender, but they were wrong.



THE RESCUE OF British and French soldiers from the beaches of Dunkirk has come to represent heroic perseverance in the face of adversity. Surrounded by German ground forces and bombarded by Nazi warplanes, some 340,000 Allied troops were carried out of harm’s way by a makeshift flotilla of military and civilian ships. The operation, executed in 1940 between May 26 and June 5, demonstrated, for many, the indomitable spirit of freedom.

In purely military terms, the evacuation can also be regarded as a defeat. Three weeks earlier, the British Expeditionary Force had been transported across the English Channel to support the French Army in the Battle of France. But despite the Allies’ best efforts, they were no match for the German blitzkrieg, which combined the lightning speed of Panzer tank divisions with the force of bombers and fighter planes. Pushed by the Nazis toward the sea, the British were effectively cornered at Dunkirk and had little choice but to evacuate. For the Germans, it was a decisive victory: the British suffered 66,000 casualties and the French, 290,000. Adolf Hitler, despite 140,000 German casualties, was exultant. “Soldiers of the West Front!” he declared in his Order of the Day on June 5, 1940. “Dunkirk has fallen . . . with it has ended the greatest battle in world history. Soldiers! My confidence in you knows no bounds. You have not disappointed me.”

And yet, through the eyes of history, the events at Dunkirk are recognized as essential to the Allied victory five years later. Most important was the survival of the British Army, which escaped to fight another day. In this, the British were aided by Hitler himself, who on May 24 approved General Gerd von Rundstedt’s recommendation that German forces pause for a critical three days. The interruption allowed the British time to plan the evacuation of Allied soldiers who otherwise would have been captured or killed. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, without an army to defend his nation, would have been forced to surrender.

Had that scenario unfolded, many historians believe President Franklin Roosevelt would have been unable to convince Americans to enter the war. And with that failure, it would have been equally improbable that Joseph Stalin’s Russia, left without allies, could have defeated a unified German Army.

In the United States, the “Miracle of Dunkirk,” as it came to be known, aroused the public’s conscience. The New York Times expressed the sentiments of the nation on June 1, 1940: “So long as the English tongue survives, the word Dunkerque will be spoken with reverence. For in that harbor, in such a hell as never blazed on earth before, at the end of a lost battle, the rags and blemishes that have hidden the soul of democracy fell away. There, beaten but unconquered, in shining splendor, she faced the enemy . . . This shining thing in the souls of free men Hitler cannot command, or attain, or conquer . . . It is the great tradition of democracy. It is the future. It is victory.”

Within two weeks of the evacuation, half a million rifles were on their way from the United States to help replace the weapons lost at Dunkirk. America had begun to believe that Britain’s war was America’s war too.

In Great Britain, the tale of Dunkirk is part of the national heritage. Now, Americans too are embracing this story of bravery and tenacity. And that is as it should be: democracy and the future of freedom truly were in the balance at Dunkirk. History was crying out for heroes. Luckily, enough of them were there to answer the call.
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DARK SKIES Nazi bombs were lethal at Dunkirk, but their plumes of smoke also obscured visibility for their pilots.
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LONG WAY HOME Allied soldiers wait on the dunes of Dunkirk to be picked up by destroyers and taken to England. These experienced troops later will play a crucial role in defeating the Nazis.
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THE BIG BOATS Larger transport ships were almost as varied in size and shape as the “little ships”—from the Royal Navy’s destroyers to passenger steamers like the 260-foot King George V. The soldiers shown here were among the last to arrive home.


Misreading Hitler

As the Nazis seized Austria and prepared aggressively for war, Britain and France sought to avoid conflict
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POTENT SYMBOLISM The Nazis held a rally near Berlin’s Brandenburg Gate in January 1933.




Carrying Out an Aryan Vision

After being elected German chancellor, Adolf Hitler made good on his vow to promote what he called the “master race” 
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ONE WILL In a speech in April 1937, Hitler declared that only one political party was needed in a nation "united with one will."

Adolf Hitler’s rise as Germany’s dictator was swift and bold. In January 1933, having assumed the leadership of the Nationalist Socialist (Nazi) Party, he was elected chancellor of a multiparty German government. Just a month later, he used a fire in the German parliament building, or Reichstag, to justify the suspension of civil liberties. In March, he strong-armed the government into passing the Enabling Act, which transferred state powers to the Nazis, in effect creating a totalitarian regime. Within four months, Hitler would declare trade unions and any remaining political parties illegal, and in June 1934, he ordered the “Night of the Long Knives,” a purge in which SS guards murdered his rivals within the Nazi Party. By August, Hitler’s triumph was complete. Having abolished the title of president, he declared himself “Führer and Reich Chancellor.”

From the beginning Hitler preached a venomous brand of ethnic nationalism in which the “superior” Aryan “master race” was destined to replace the inferior peoples around it. At home, this ideology took the form of virulent anti-Semitism. In 1935, Hitler announced the Nuremberg Laws, which legislated the elimination of Jewish participation in many sectors of German society. Over the course of the next three years, the discrimination escalated. In 1936, the Ministry of Education banned Jewish teachers from public schools. In 1937, the mayor of Berlin banned Jewish students from the public schools. In April 1938, Jews were required to report all property valued at more than 5,000 reichsmarks. In October, the Decree on the Confiscation of Jewish Property mandated the transfer of assets from Jews to non-Jewish Germans. Finally, on the night of November 9–10, known as Kristallnacht—or night of broken glass—rampaging Nazi-inspired mobs destroyed 7,500 Jewish shops, burned 1,000 synagogues and killed an estimated 100 Jews throughout Germany, Austria and the Sudetenland, a portion of western Czechoslovakia. In the aftermath, some 30,000 Jews were arrested and sent to concentration camps, marking what many historians view as the beginning of the Holocaust, directed against Jews and others Hitler considered “undesirable.”

Hitler’s hateful ideology defined his foreign policy, too. At the same time that he was persecuting the Jews, he was pursuing Lebensraum, or “living space,” an innocuous-sounding doctrine that called for expanding Germany’s borders so the master race could grow and flourish. In 1936, he moved Nazi forces into the Rhineland, a section of western Germany, in violation of the Treaty of Versailles that had ended World War I. In March 1938, after engineering a Nazi seizure of power in neighboring Austria, Hitler ordered his army across the border into Vienna and declared the joining of the two nations. In October, under an agreement negotiated with Great Britain, France and Italy, Hitler’s forces occupied the Sudetenland.

While the Führer prepared Germany for war, Great Britain and France looked for ways to avoid conflict. Both nations had suffered grievously in World War I, with France losing some 1.4 million and the United Kingdom and its colonies sacrificing about 700,000. French commander-in-chief Maurice Gamelin supported limited rearmament and focused on reinforcing the Maginot Line, the fortifications along France’s eastern border with Germany designed to make a German invasion difficult and time-consuming.

For their part, the British hoped that providing the French with air and naval power would be enough to defeat Germany should war become unavoidable. The government stopped investing in the country’s mechanized weapons program and mobilized just a fraction of the troops who had fought in World War I. They only agreed to form a relatively small “expeditionary force” in February 1939.

The British also hoped that Hitler could be reasoned with. In 1935, in a first attempt at appeasement, they agreed to allow the German leader to rebuild his navy if he would limit its size to just 35 percent of the British fleet. And in 1938, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain made his famous bargain in Munich, in which he allowed Hitler to take possession of the Sudetenland in exchange for a promise that German aggression would stop.

Hitler, however, was not to be appeased. In March 1939, just six months after Munich, his troops took control of the rest of Czechoslovakia. On September 1, 1939, he invaded Poland too, forcing Britain and France to declare war. Both nations did so reluctantly, fearing that Hitler’s mighty air force, the Luftwaffe, would make short work of their soldiers on the ground.

As France put its trust in the strength of the Maginot Line, few entertained the idea that Hitler would invade France through the heavily wooded Ardennes Forest to the north of the line, an area once considered completely impassible.
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GERMANY ÜBER ALLES The Berlin section of the Hitler youth arrived at the 1935 Nuremberg Rally on their own special trains. 
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Nazi followers had begun saluting Hitler with the "Heil" salute in autumn 1923; by 1938, it had become ubiquitous. 
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During Kristallnacht in 1938, German officials allowed rioters to destroy Jewish property but instructed police to protect the businesses of non-Jews.
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AFTER THE FALL Ethnic Germans in the Sudetenland cheered the German takeover in October 1938, but the rest of the nation was less enthusiastic when Hitler marched into Prague Castle in March 1939.




NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN

Abandoning Czechoslovakia
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THE AFTERMATH On November 9, 1939, barely a year after the Munich Pact, Chamberlain died of cancer.

HITLER’S INTENTION of creating a Greater Germany by expanding eastward may seem obvious in retrospect. But from 1935 to 1938, as Hitler annexed Austria and began eyeing Czechoslovakia, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, with considerable public support, continued to work for a negotiated settlement. Chamberlain made three trips to Germany in September 1938 to seek peace. The first took place at Hitler’s residence in Berchtesgaden on September 15 and ended with no agreement. On September 22, Chamberlain returned, but again the two failed to reach a pact because Hitler kept changing positions. After signaling his openness to an agreement that would limit German expansion to Czechoslovakia, he began claiming that violence against ethnic Germans in Poland and Hungary justified Nazi occupation of those countries as well. Finally, Chamberlain and representatives from France and Italy met with Hitler in Munich on September 29. When the Führer agreed to limit German occupation to the section of western Czechoslovakia known as the Sudetenland, Chamberlain believed he’d wrested a concession. The agreement was signed by all four nations at 1:30 in the morning on September 30. Chamberlain was pleased with his work, describing the pact in a speech to a wildly enthusiastic London audience as guaranteeing “peace with honour.” Within 10 days, the Sudetenland was completely under Nazi control.




France at Risk

The Nazis planned to circumvent the vast Maginot Line and invade via Belgium—but not where the Allies expected 
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BRITISH BUILDUP After the Germans invaded Poland, factories in England ramped up production.

When Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939, the Polish government hoped, in vain, for assistance from the Allies. But instead of attacking Germany on its western border and diverting Nazi resources, France continued to advocate a defensive posture. Similarly, the Soviets, to the east of Poland, offered no help—arguing that their hands were tied by a month-old nonaggression pact with the Germans. The Poles were forced to stand alone. Fighting with obsolete weaponry and aircraft and outnumbered by the Germans, Poland was defeated in about a month. Hitler was rewarded yet again for his boldness.

Despite their success, the Nazis feared a French attack in this period. Hitler and his generals knew that Germany could not keep up for long with the combined production power of Britain and France, Hitler was anxious to strike quickly, before his enemies grew stronger. France had to be next.

The eight-month period that followed, between the fall of Poland in September 1939 and the invasion of France in May 1940, was known as the Phoney War because nothing seemed to happen. The Allies built up their military forces and waited, as did the German generals, despite pressure from Hitler as early as November 1939 for a move into France. Again and again, bad weather prevented any attack, delays that secretly pleased the German High Command. The Polish campaign had exposed Nazi weaknesses, including poor coordination between the Luftwaffe and the troops on the ground and, in some cases, a lack of aggressiveness on the part of German forces.

With the additional time, the generals were able not only to address the issues but also to plan a surprise incursion that circumvented the Maginot Line, moved German troops south and ultimately led to the occupation of France.
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Some 950,000 British women worked in munitions factories during the war. Polish forces in Gdansk held off the Germans for nearly a week before surrendering the city on September 7, 1939.
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WAR PREPARATIONS The British put great faith in the Royal Air Force and its Blenheim bombers, which were rushed into production during the Phoney War.




ADOLF HITLER

His Strategy
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ETHNIC PURITY By the time Hitler gave his welcoming address at the 1935 Nuremberg Rally, his power was unchallenged.

THE EARLY YEARS of Adolf Hitler’s life were neither happy nor successful. He was one of five children, born on April 20, 1889, in Austria. His father, Alois, was troubled and emotionally distant, and he ridiculed his son's interest in art. Alois died when Hitler was 13, and after his mother, Maria, died in 1907, Hitler moved to Vienna, where he spent the next six years eking out a living as a watercolor painter and occasional laborer. He was twice denied admission to the Academy of Fine Arts and was frequently homeless during this period. 

Even as a child, Hitler had considered Austria-Hungary an illegitimate state and himself a German, so in 1913, discouraged by his lack of success as an artist, he moved to Munich. The next year, he volunteered for duty in the German army in World War I, where he mostly served as a courier. The young soldier was present at several significant battles and was wounded at the Somme, where 164,000 other German soldiers lost their lives. Embittered by the German surrender in 1918 and by the punitive terms the Treaty of Versailles imposed on Germany, Hitler was convinced that the civilian leadership had betrayed the military.

He emerged from the war a changed man. No longer interested in art, Hitler joined the German Workers Party in 1919, soon establishing himself as a powerful orator, able to whip his audiences into a frenzy about the unjust treatment of Germany after the war and the increasing threat to the German identity from Jews and other people he deemed not truly German. When the party changed its name to the National Socialist (Nationalsozialistische or Nazi) Party, Hitler himself designed the party banner with a swastika placed in a white circle on a red background. In 1921, he was elected chairman of the party and began drawing large crowds for his nationalist, anti-Semitic speeches, frequently delivered in beer halls. He led a poorly planned coup—known as the Beer Hall Putsch—that failed in 1923 and landed him in jail for nine months. There he wrote Mein Kampf (My Struggle), a polemic that combined racism, anti-Semitism and nationalism into a call for a revitalized and ethnically pure Germany. Finally, with the German economy in free-fall in the 1930s, conditions were right for Hitler’s rise to absolute power.




America Unmoved

In spite of efforts by President Roosevelt to support the Allied cause, U.S. citizens remained wary of war 
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QUIET SUPPORT FDR officially declared the U.S. as neutral in a radio address, delivered just days after Britain and France declared war on Germany.

President Franklin Roosevelt was always clear about the danger posed by Adolf Hitler. Remaining on the sidelines while U.S. allies battled fascism was not an option. He also knew that he faced an uphill battle persuading the American people of his position. As late as June 1940, polls showed public sentiment opposed U.S. involvement in the war by a margin of two to one, even if inaction meant defeat for Great Britain. Much of this was due to the perception that World War I, which resulted in 117,000 American dead, was unnecessary and perhaps even pointless.

Unlike Britain’s Neville Chamberlain, Roosevelt never believed that territorial concessions would halt Hitler’s advance. Early on, FDR was clear that the Axis powers—Germany, Japan and Italy—sought world domination. Despite legislation intended to prevent U.S. involvement, FDR searched behind the scenes for ways to support the Allied cause and to prepare America for war. In September 1939, riding a shift in American sentiment after the German invasion of Poland, Roosevelt persuaded Congress to pass the Pittman Act, expanding the policy known as “cash and carry.” The U.S. could sell arms to Great Britain and France as long as the buyer paid in cash and transported the arms themselves. A year later, after the fall of France, FDR circumvented the provisions of the act by negotiating a “lend-lease” agreement with Great Britain. This pact allowed the U.S. to “lend” 50 destroyers to Britain in exchange for the use of eight British military bases in Newfoundland, Bermuda and the Caribbean.

Meanwhile, to help his cause, FDR stacked his cabinet with interventionists such as Henry Stimson and Frank Knox, who took over the War and Navy departments, respectively. He gradually increased the military budget, from $1.7 billion in 1938 to $1.9 billion in 1939, $2.2 billion in 1940 and $7.24 billion in 1941—still just a fraction of the $93.7 billion spent on defense in 1945. He strong-armed the nation’s industrialists into preparing to shift their production facilities to the needs of a wartime economy. His rhetoric, always highly critical of Fascism, took on an even harder edge. While public support for offering aid to the Allies increased, most Americans still opposed direct U.S. involvement. Only the shock of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, would alter that view.




[image: image]

Privately, the president believed his nation would rally to help, and he visited facilities like the Boston Navy Yard to show his support for a military buildup. 
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AERIAL ASSIST In 1939, France ordered the first Douglas DB-7 bombers. The Royal Air Force, which ended up taking delivery of the planes in November 1940, nicknamed them “Bostons” in honor of their provenance. 




JOSEPH KENNEDY AND CHARLES LINDBERGH

Democracy in Britain is "Finished"
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Lindbergh told a radio audience in September 1939 that “if we enter fighting for democracy abroad, we may end up losing it at home.”


THERE WERE many isolationist voices in America during the 1930s, but none were louder or more widely noted than those of Joseph Kennedy and Charles Lindbergh. In the case of Kennedy, his views were little known until he became U.S. ambassador to Great Britain in 1938. He openly supported British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement and expressed his opinion that America should find a way to do business with Hitler. In a letter to Lindbergh after Kristallnacht—the Nazi pogrom against German and Austrian Jews in November 1938—Kennedy expressed no outrage regarding the German atrocities. His primary objection, he wrote, was that the violence generated negative publicity for the Nazi regime. Throughout his two years in London, Kennedy sought a private meeting with Hitler, without U.S. State Department approval, in hopes of fostering “a better understanding between the United States and Germany” and keeping America out of the war. Finally, after the fall of France in 1940, Kennedy told journalists that Britain was likely to be defeated by Germany and that the fight against Hitler had nothing to do with democracy but was being waged for self-preservation. America should stay out of the fight, he warned, and be prepared for the likely outcome.

Lindbergh, who became a national hero after his solo flight across the Atlantic Ocean in 1927, was urged by the U.S. military to make several trips to Germany between 1936 and 1938 to inspect Nazi aviation facilities. He came back praising the new German planes—the Junkers and Messerschmitts, in particular—as superior to anything in the Allied arsenals. (Historians believe Luftwaffe commander Herman Göring misled Lindbergh into believing the planes were more efficient than they were.) In 1939, after Hitler occupied Czechoslovakia, Lindbergh wrote a letter to the British government expressing his belief that any military action against Germany was destined to fail. He urged the Allies to build up their military capacities in hopes of persuading Hitler to turn his attention eastward against “Asiatic communism.” In late 1940, he became the primary spokesman for the antiwar America First Committee and traveled the country arguing against intervention. This work helped contribute to the belief that Lindbergh was anti-Semitic, especially after a 1941 speech in which he presented the three groups in favor of U.S. involvement as the British, the FDR administration and “the Jews.” In spite of a national outcry about the remarks, Lindbergh refused to retract them and continued to make fuzzy-headed comments through the years about the importance of maintaining the ties of “European blood” against the onslaught of Asian and Slavic peoples. He remained a staunch isolationist until Pearl Harbor.
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Kennedy’s address endorsed FDR for president in 1940. Earlier, in a line from a speech censored by Roosevelt, he posed the question: “I should like to ask you all if you know of any dispute or controversy existing in the world which is worth the life of your son?”


Outmaneuvered and Outflanked

With a lightning strike through the heart of France, the Germans forced the Allies to retreat
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MARCHING FORWARD The 51st Highland Division of the British Expeditionary Force crossed a drawbridge into Fort de Sainghin on the Maginot Line in November 1939.




The Nazis’ Daring Plan

Beset by snow and a plane crash, the Germans redirected troops invading France through the dense Ardennes Forest
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Hitler planned the invasion in consultation with key strategists, such as General Albert Jodl, to his left.

Hitler’s generals, disappointed with the German performance in Poland, were reluctant to rush into France in September 1939. Hitler, convinced that the passage of time favored the Allies, disagreed. In October, he ordered the High Command to formulate an invasion plan for November 12. The proposal the officers presented, known as Case Yellow, called for a three-pronged deployment of German troops. The main thrust of the onslaught would be through the Gembloux Gap in Belgium, across a wide, flat plane that offered favorable terrain for the bulk of Hitler’s troops. A smaller force would drive north to secure the Dutch coast, and a third would strike the Maginot Line farther south to prevent the French from dispatching reinforcements to the main point of the attack in Belgium. Hitler preferred a less conventional strategy but agreed to proceed.

Several developments doomed Case Yellow while inadvertently benefiting the Germans. First, there was the weather, with snow, cold temperatures and limited visibility forcing multiple delays in November and December. Then, on January 10, 1940, a plane carrying a German officer with the invasion plans in his possession crash-landed in Belgium and the officer was captured. With Case Yellow fatally compromised, Hitler embraced the approach of Erich von Manstein, the chief of staff to General Gerd von Rundstedt, who had been pressing for months for a surprise invasion through the Ardennes Forest north of the Maginot Line but south of the Gembloux Gap. Von Manstein, along with Panzer commander Heinz Guderian, was convinced that, with proper planning, the Panzer divisions could make their way through the forest in three days. From there, they could cross the Meuse River and surprise the French at Sedan, opening the way for a lightning strike through the heart of France. Franz Halder, the chief of the general staff, had reservations, but a private meeting between von Manstein and Hitler cemented the deal, and the plan, known as Sichelschnitt (Sickle Cut), became the official German strategy. Seven of 10 Panzer units, under von Rundstedt’s command, would be devoted to the charge through the Ardennes. A secondary attack to the north and including the Gembloux Gap and the Dutch coast would be launched under General Fedor von Bock. Von Rundstedt, somewhat skeptical of the Panzers’ maneuverability, briefly considered shifting the attack through the Ardennes to an infantry-led assault, but Guderian and Halder convinced him otherwise. The attack was set for May 10.

The Allies’ plan for defense, largely formulated by French commander-in-chief Maurice Gamelin, assumed the Maginot Line was impregnable and that any move through the Ardennes Forest would be too time-consuming, delaying the Germans for seven to nine days. That meant the most likely route for a German invasion would come through Belgium and almost certainly the Gembloux Gap. With that in mind, Gamelin approved the so-called Dyle (or D) Plan, which placed the most capable French forces inside Belgium, along the Dyle River from Antwerp to Wavre and through the Gembloux Gap to Namur. Gamelin compounded this error by assigning another respected unit, the mobile 7th Army under General Henri Giraud, to charge up the Belgian coast to Holland to keep the Dutch in the conflict in support of the Allies.

EARLY SUCCESS

The German invasion began as scheduled, when paratroopers air-dropped into Holland. A single Panzer division soon charged through the country to back them up. The Luftwaffe planes transporting the paratroopers sustained heavy losses, but the Dutch surrendered in just four days. The victory provided the Nazis with the air bases they needed to extend their dominance to the skies over Belgium and France.

The rest of the German plan worked equally well. The German surge into Belgium provoked the French, supported by the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), to move to designated positions along the Dyle River. Both armies were confident they were meeting the primary thrust of the German effort. Meanwhile, three Panzer divisions made their way through the Ardennes, covering the 85 miles to Sedan and the Meuse River on the border of France in just 57 hours, well under Guderian’s three-day projection, and much faster than the French estimate of at least a week. A little farther north, two Panzer divisions under Erwin Rommel navigated even more difficult Ardennes terrain and arrived at Dinant on the Meuse, southeast of Brussels, at about the same time. On May 14, assisted by a heavy aerial bombardment, the motorized infantry regiments of Guderian’s Panzer divisions forced three crossings over the Meuse River near Sedan. The British Royal Air Force (RAF) and the French Armée de l’Air attempted to destroy the bridges before the Germans could cross, but their aircraft, with insufficient support, were decimated—including 40 of the RAF’s 71 bombers—by anti-aircraft weaponry. With their morale shattered, the French troops fled their positions near the Meuse in droves.

CHARGE INTO FRANCE

Once the bridges were secured, Guderian and Rommel were under orders to consolidate their positions and wait for the infantry divisions. Instead, the two commanders charged after the retreating French troops, executing what some historians consider the first example of blitzkrieg. The daring maneuver showcased the Panzer divisions’ speed: soon Guderian was in Marle, 60 miles from Sedan, and Rommel was across the Sambre River, some 60 miles from where he crossed the Meuse at Dinant. That left the infantry far behind, creating a gap that might have offered the Allies an opportunity to split the German forces. But the French troops in the north, unaware of the situation, were unable to capitalize on it.

The Allied leadership, with limited options, responded poorly. The motorized divisions fighting the German advance through the Gembloux Gap in Belgium could have quickly retreated south to defend Paris, but such an action would have left 30 nonmotorized infantry divisions with inadequate defense against the Luftwaffe and a Panzer advance. Communication between the Allied commanders, not terribly smooth to begin with, broke down completely. On May 19, General Edmund Ironside, British chief of the Imperial General Staff, arrived to confer with BEF commander Gort at his headquarters in Lens, about 50 miles southeast of Dunkirk. Gort informed Ironside that he had received no orders from French General Gaston Billotte, the commander of the French Northern Army Group, in eight days. Disturbed by this report, Ironside visited Billotte and found him “in a state of complete depression,” he later wrote. “No plan, no thought of a plan. Ready to be slaughtered. Defeated at the head without casualties . . . I lost my temper and shook Billotte by the button of his tunic. The man is completely beaten.”

While the Allies dithered on May 17 and 18, the Germans repaired their tanks, rested and prepared for their next step. There seemed to be little threat from the demoralized French troops to the south. Seven of the nine divisions of the BEF were working their way back to the Scheldt River, leaving their right flank exposed to the 3rd and 4th Panzer divisions. Soon the Germans had isolated the British, the French and the remaining Dutch and Belgian forces, in the north. A last-gasp effort to break out by General Maxime Weygand, appointed by French Prime Minister Paul Reynaud to replace Gamelin, failed. The German vise tightened.
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EARLY DAYS German tanks rumbled through the village of Malmedy, Belgium, on their way to France.
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RAPID DEPLOYMENT German Panzers advanced through Belgium and to the Meuse River in France more quickly than even the Nazis anticipated.
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COSTLY VICTORY After decimating the Dutch Air Force, the Germans dropped paratroopers near the airfields in De Kooy, Amsterdam and The Hague. It took just four days for the Nazis to declare victory, but they suffered 8,000 casualties in the process.
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PREPARING TO FIGHT Outfitting the British Expeditionary Force to fight the Germans took almost a year, from the declaration of war in September 1939 until May 1940, when hostilities began in France. Even so, many of the troops were ill-equipped and only minimally trained.
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Rapid Advance

Between May 10 and May 16, German forces, particularly their fast-moving Panzers, charged through Belgium and the Ardennes Forest and—as shown by the green shading—advanced some 50 miles into France.
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FOREST TO RIVER Germany entered the war with more than half a million horses, many of them for infantry units. Before the invasion of France, Nazi soldiers crossed a river in the Ardennes Forest.
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Once the advance Panzer divisions had fought their way across the Meuse, the following slower-moving infantry units forded the river in any way they could.




HEINZ GUDERIAN

The Genius of the Panzer Division
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“FAST HEINZ” Guderian pioneered the development of reliable radio communications between tanks.

THE MAN most responsible for the development of Germany’s Panzer division was General Heinz Guderian. Outspoken and opinionated, Guderian had served in the infantry during World War I and experienced firsthand the stalemate that resulted from large, immobile armies dug into fixed positions. Between the wars, he studied motorized combat and pressed for the development of fast, maneuverable light tanks. He also conceived of the Panzer divisions, the rapid-strike forces equipped with tanks, infantry and support services. Teamed with the Luftwaffe, the Panzers executed Germany's blitzkrieg tactics in Poland and France. The divisions maneuvered so quickly that Guderian earned the nickname Der schnelle Heinz—“Fast Heinz,” sometimes translated as “Hurrying Heinz.” During the later course of the war, he was the German general most willing to disagree with Hitler, breaking with several of the German leader’s strategic decisions, and he was dismissed twice. After the German surrender, Guderian was held as an American prisoner of war for nearly three years, but no charges were ever brought and he was released in June 1948. He became a regular participant in meetings of British veterans, where he shared in discussions about the battles and strategies of World War II. Guderian died on May 14, 1954.




ERICH VON MANSTEIN

Mastermind of the Ardennes Strategy
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IN AND OUT OF FAVOR Later in the war, Manstein was a key strategist during the German invasion of the Soviet Union and the sieges of Sevastopol and Leningrad.

ERICH VON MANSTEIN, one of Hitler’s most brilliant strategists, seemed destined to serve in the military. The tenth child of a Prussian aristocrat, Manstein was adopted at birth by his mother’s childless sister and her husband. Both his biological and adoptive fathers were military officers, as were 16 other relatives. Manstein served with distinction on both the eastern and western fronts in World War I and was an active participant in the rearmament of Germany in the period between the two wars. When the Nazis invaded Poland in September 1939, Manstein was serving as the Chief of Staff to General Gerd von Rundstedt, the commander of Army Group South (sometimes called Army Group A), one of the two German forces that charged into Poland.

When von Rundstedt learned of his rival Franz Halder’s plan to invade France, he asked Manstein to formulate a more daring alternate. In consultation with Panzer General Heinz Guderian, Manstein concluded that an attack through the Ardennes Forest would take the Allies by surprise. He also believed that a secondary offensive through Holland and Belgium, operating as a feint, would draw the best Allied forces north. That would pave the way for the Germans to charge through the Ardennes, move west toward the English Channel and trap the Allies on the coast of northwest France. Halder ridiculed the strategy and had Manstein transfered east to command the 38th Army Corps.

Two officers on Manstein’s staff contacted Hitler’s personal attaché and persuaded him to brief his boss on the proposed plan. Intrigued, Hitler brought Manstein to Berlin to explain the strategy further. After the meeting, he expressed admiration for Manstein's intelligence but wariness of his arrogance. “Certainly an exceptionally clever fellow,” he said of Manstein, “with great operational gifts, but I don’t trust him.” The Nazi leader’s comments after the success of the Ardennes plan were more effusive: “Of all the generals, with whom I spoke about the new attack in the West, Manstein was the only one who understood me!” Manstein’s stock with Hitler fell again later in the war, after a series of disputes, and on March 30, 1944, Hitler relieved him of command.




What They Brought

Each force had its strengths, but neither Britain nor France could compete with the German Panzer divisions

THE TROOPS
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Hitler, in a letter written on May 25, 1940, described the British soldiers as “very brave and tenacious,” though “wretchedly commanded.”

All three nations began the conflict in France with a mix of well-prepared veterans and hastily trained recruits. The Germans gained an advantage from their experience in Poland, where they were able to test the blitzkrieg tactic—a lightning-quick attack with tanks and infantry supported by overwhelming air power. More than three quarters of France’s 81 infantry divisions and 80 percent of Germany’s 135 divisions relied on horses, which had to be fed and cared for, a requirement that proved a logistical nightmare. The British had 10 motorized divisions and three support divisions and hence were less reliant on horses than either the Germans or French.




THE TANKS
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The French SOMUA tanks were almost impervious to German shelling, but there were not enough of them.

The German Panzers, especially the Panzer I and II, were vulnerable to artillery attacks and anti-tank weaponry. But by almost every other measure, the armored Nazi vehicles and the units they accompanied surpassed those in the Allies’ arsenal. The Panzers were more flexible than both the French SOMUA tanks and the British Matildas. There were also more of them—2,400 total for the Germans compared to 1,000 truly functional tanks for the Allies. And the Panzer divisions were exceptionally sophisticated. Each included 250 tanks, mobile workshops to repair damaged equipment, a motorcycle battalion, an artillery regiment, motorized infantry and a group of engineers known as pioneers, who deployed a range of specialized tools including mine-detecting devices, flamethrowers and bridge-building equipment.




THE PLANES
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The German Do 17 bombers saw limited action in Dunkirk and were soon phased out in favor of the more powerful Junkers. 

The Luftwaffe entered the war with more than double the number of planes in Allied hangars—2,800 bombers and fighters compared to 1,300 for Britain and France. The two primary models, the Stuka bombers and the Messerschmitt fighters, were effective in battle—fast, maneuverable and well defended—though the Messerschmitts needed skilled pilots to operate them properly.

The RAF was more successful against the Luftwaffe at Dunkirk than the bombing of the beaches suggested. Even with a fleet of mixed quality, the British downed 244 German planes over the nine days, while losing 177 of their own. Their best performers were the Blenheim bombers and the Hurricanes. Less successful were the Fairey Battle bombers, slow and difficult to maneuver. Spitfire fighters, which proved vital to later British victories, participated in only limited numbers during the early days in France.

The main fighter plane for France, the Morane-Saulnier, was outdated and outmatched. Only the skill of French pilots enabled them to compete with the Messerschmitts at all.




THE GUNS

Each of the three armies featured one standard-issue weapon distributed almost universally throughout the ranks

Germany
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German MP40 submachine gun

Accurate, powerful and reliable, the Karabiner 98k bolt-action rifle was carried by the German infantry in every theater of World War II. First developed in 1935, the Karabiner 98k was rated as accurate up to 550 yards and could be adapted to include a telescopic sight, enabling snipers to fire at targets nearly 875 yards away. Other weapons widely distributed among the German troops included the Gewehr 43 semi-automatic rifle and the  MP-40 submachine gun.




Great Britain
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British Bren Mk 1 light machine gun

An iteration of the Lee-Enfield .303 bolt-action, magazine-fed, repeating rifle was carried by British soldiers from 1895 until 1957, a tribute to the weapon’s reliability and effectiveness. Its Lee bolt-action and detachable 10-round magazine allowed a skilled and well-trained soldier to fire 20 to 30 targeted rounds per minute, making it the fastest bolt-action combat weapon in the war. The gas-operated Bren light machine gun was used widely as well. Using the same .303 ammunition as the Lee-Enfield, it could fire 480–540 rounds per minute.




France
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French Lebel M 1886

The primary French infantry weapon was the Lebel M1886 8mm bolt-action rifle, in service since before World War I and somewhat unwieldy due to its length and weight, but still effective. The lighter, more rapid-firing MAS-36, intended to replace the Lebel, was not in mass production in May 1940, but many of the troops had nonetheless received them. Neither weapon was considered as versatile or effective as the Lee-Enfield or the Karabiner. The MAS-38 submachine gun was first used in combat during the battle of France and could fire 700 rounds a minute and had an effective range of up to 100 meters.


Trapped Against the Sea

After slicing through the Ardennes Forest, the Nazis raced west and cut off French and British troops
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DUNKIRK RAVAGED By the time many of the retreating troops reached Dunkirk, the village had been gutted by German bombs.




Nowhere Else to Go

Day by day, the Allied options shrank
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British troops were outmaneuvered by the Germans, and forced to retreat, using their artillery to slow the German advance.

Between May 14, when the German Panzer divisions broke through the Ardennes Forest, and May 27, when the first Allied troops began their evacuation from Dunkirk, the German Army advanced almost without pause. It reached the French coast on May 20 and drove north to Boulogne and Calais, eventually creating a solid line of German forces stretching eastward toward Luxembourg.

With the defensive perimeter reduced, Allied troops had little hope that French soldiers further south would be able to rescue them. As Churchill and the War Office waffled on the best strategies, Lord John Gort, the BEF commander-in-chief, ordered troops to hold the line along the Ypres-Comines Canal. The decision slowed the German advance, opened a vital corridor to retreat to the beaches and made the “miracle of Dunkirk” possible.

BEF divisional commanders Bernard Montgomery and Harold Franklyn, both positioned near Ypres, played key roles under the direction of II Corps commander Alan Brooke. Outnumbered by the Germans but aided by British artillery and a brigade from the 48th Infantry Division, Franklyn’s troops stabilized the line south of Ypres. Montgomery, to protect the Allies’ northern flank where the Belgian forces were collapsing, withdrew his 13,000 troops from Ypres, crossed two rivers and traveled 20 miles during the night.

Such efforts barely fazed the German effort. On May 28, after 18 days of being bombed, Belgium surrendered unconditionally. That forced Montgomery to cover more territory on the northern end of the perimeter above Dunkirk. Now, only the Yser River stood in the way of the Nazis, who were fast approaching. In the chaotic days that followed, a small team from the Royal Engineers, led by 26-year-old Lieutenant David Smith, moved methodically up the Yser to the coastal village of Nieuport, blowing up bridges just as the Germans arrived. A group of British and French reinforcements, hastily assembled by Montgomery, appeared closely behind to fend off the German forces and preserve the line, albeit barely. 

FAST COLLAPSING

The situation was grim for the Allies. On the southern end of the perimeter, at Arras, the BEF, with the help of Matilda II tanks, temporarily slowed the Nazis. At Lille, five divisions of the French IV and V Corps fought seven German divisions. Those maneuvers saved untold lives, allowing the French III Corps and many of the BEF forces in the vicinity to escape to Dunkirk. But for the remaining French forces, the end was near. They battled for six days, until June 3, when General Jean-Baptiste Molinie, fully cut off from any corridor to Dunkirk, finally surrendered.

The retreat was on. At the port of Boulogne, 4,400 reinforcements arrived from across the English Channel on May 21 and May 22. For two days, a mixed force of Irish, Welsh and French soldiers suffered heavy losses against a Panzer division and were then ferried home by the same destroyers that had transported them to France days earlier. A portion of the Third Company of the Welsh Guards failed to receive the order to retreat and fought on in the Gare Maritime, then surrendered on May 25. Similarly, a French unit, unaware that the British were retreating, held out until, low on ammunition and water, they capitulated too. The Germans had their victory.

At the same time as the 2nd Panzer Division was assaulting Boulogne, the 10th Panzer Division, with more than 200 tanks, was laying siege to Calais, 22 miles north. British prime minister Winston Churchill again ordered reinforcements to be ferried across the Channel to support the British and French troops already there. On May 22, a unit of riflemen and the 3rd Royal Tank Regiment were deployed from Dover, with the regiment’s 48 tanks following in a separate vessel. The Luftwaffe had already heavily bombed Calais and the destruction was visible from the harbor. When the captain of the tank carrier approached the port and saw German planes continuing their assault, he balked and had to be forced to bring the ship into the harbor.

Over the next four days, this small force, lacking artillery and other critical supplies, skirmished with the 10th Panzers. Churchill and the British War Office debated the value of defending Calais, and concluded that the battle, even if undertaken in vain, would serve to slow the German advance and reassure their French allies that they were still willing to fight. At Churchill's urging, War Secretary Anthony Eden sent Brigadier Claude Nicholson, the British commander at Calais, this message: “The eyes of the Empire are upon the defence of Calais, and His Majesty’s Government are confident that you and your gallant regiment will perform an exploit worthy of the British name.”

By May 25, the Allies’ situation had become desperate and the German commander twice asked Nicholson if he was ready to surrender. Nicholson’s response in the morning was unequivocal: “No, I shall not surrender. Tell the Germans that if they want Calais they will have to fight for it.” In the afternoon, after a day of furious combat, he held firm: “The answer is no, as it is the British Army’s duty to fight as well as it is the Germans’.” But Nicholson was almost out of options. On May 26, the Germans, now supported by Luftwaffe bombing runs, crossed one of the bridges over the canal that encircled the old section of the city and succeeded in dividing the decimated British forces. Nicholson was surrounded and captured at 3 p.m. Some 3,500 soldiers were taken prisoner. The siege of Calais was over. More than 300 soldiers had lost their lives and another 200 had been wounded.

But by delaying the German advance on Dunkirk, the troops at Calais had provided the Allies with the valuable time they needed to stage the evacuation. Churchill, while recognizing that he had sent his soldiers into a battle they could not win, defended their sacrifice as “not in vain,” praising them for adding “another page to the glories of the light divisions.”
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TOUGH GOING British troops were optimistic before the battle began.
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Shrinking Perimeter

The Allied forces retreated into tighter and tighter defensive pockets around Dunkirk. Each darker shade of green indicates a shrinking of the pocket from the largest perimeter on May 21 to a smaller one on May 26 to the smallest on May 28.
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MAN IN CHARGE Lord John Gort recognized the need to evacuate, but failed to coordinate a unified response with the French.
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BRIDGE WORK Sappers like the unidentified soldier at right built bridges as well as setting off explosives that could destroy them. The term "sapper" comes from the French saper, meaning to dig under a wall or building to cause its collapse.
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The Allies destroyed the bridge across the Meuse at Dinant, but the Germans quickly rebuilt it.
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SHIFTING FORTUNES Infantry of the BEF fought the Germans in the vicinity of the Somme River, where attacks and counterattacks slowed the Nazi advance.




WINSTON CHURCHILL

Rallying the Nation
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Winston Churchill (left) consulting with Admiral Bertram Ramsey, a key adviser throughout the evacuation.

DESPITE WINSTON Churchill’s years in government service, many Britons heard of him for the first time when he became prime minister on May 10, 1940, just 16 days before the beginning of Operation Dynamo.

Churchill was a complex and contradictory personality. Born into wealth, he was an indifferent student, but he grew up to be a brilliant speaker and writer. Famously independent and opinionated, he nonetheless forged a successful military career, including stints as the first lord of the admiralty from 1911 to 1915 and secretary of state for war and secretary of state for air under Prime Minister David Lloyd George from 1919 to 1922. A onetime member of the Liberal Party, he espoused many progressive social programs through the years, but after returning to the Conservative Party in 1925, he became one of the staunchest advocates for the maintenance of the imperialist British Empire. He evolved into a strong interventionist, and by the beginning of the war, he was a staunch anti-communist as well.

Churchill spoke out early about the dangers posed by the Nazis and was serving his second stint as first lord of the admiralty when the Germans occupied Norway in 1940. Unlike Neville Chamberlain, who had advocated appeasement, Churchill favored preempting a German move into Norway by occupying key Norwegian ports. When Chamberlain resigned as prime minister in the wake of the invasion, Churchill, with his military experience and charismatic personality, was an obvious replacement. On May 10, with Chamberlain's support, the Tories selected Churchill as their leader, and King George VI asked him to take over as prime minister. In recognition of the need for national unity, Churchill assembled a cabinet that included representatives from all three major political parties.

The new prime minister monitored the situation in France closely. Until a week before he approved Operation Dynamo, Churchill had remained hopeful that the BEF might find a way to break out to the south and join forces with French units. But after he received reports from General Edmund Ironside about the demoralized and disorganized condition of the French military, he became skeptical of the ability of the French forces and increasingly open to an evacuation.

What Churchill described as “a miracle of deliverance” represented his first opportunity to rally the nation for war, and he used it masterfully. In a speech broadcast from the House
of Commons on June 4, 1940, Churchill noted that an evacuation must never be confused for a victory, but that the rescue of the BEF positioned Britain to continue the struggle against fascism. “We shall go on to the end,” he thundered. “We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.”
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PRIME MINISTER AT WAR Churchill made his way to the House of Commons on May 28, 1940, to offer his view of the events unfolding in Dunkirk.
 



The Pause That Saved Their Lives

Hitler’s halt order gave the Allies what they needed most: a way out
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TRUE BELIEVER Luftwaffe commander Herman Göring was a longtime Hitler loyalist who helped orchestrate the Night of the Long Knives in 1934, during which more than 80 Hitler opponents were assassinated. A celebrated fighter pilot in World War I, Göring believed the Luftwaffe could destroy the BEF before it would be able to evacuate.

On May 24, Hitler accepted General Gerd von Rundstedt’s advice and issued a halt order, which directed all German forces to suspend fighting for three days. Panzer commander Heinz Guderian and other German officers in the field opposed the break, but Hitler and von Rundstedt, the commander of Army Group A, had good reasons for the decision. First, there was the ongoing concern by the German High Command that the fast-moving Panzer divisions remained ahead of the infantry, creating a gap in the German troops that might allow Allied forces to drive a wedge between them. Second, the Germans wanted to conserve their strength for the possibility of a French counterattack and for the push south to capture Paris and the bulk of France. Third, after Boulogne and Calais, the German forces were depleted. The three divisions in the XXIX Corps had suffered extensive damage, each losing an average of 50 officers, 1,500 men and a third of the tanks. Many of their guns had been destroyed or damaged beyond repair. Two of Guderian’s Panzer divisions, the 2nd and 10th, had been crippled as well. Finally, there was Herman Göring, the Luftwaffe commander. He convinced Hitler that his bombers and fighter planes, with assistance from Army Group B, could destroy the British and French forces at Dunkirk without von Rundstedt’s Army Group A or the Panzer divisions to the south and west. The view within the German High Command was that the British were finished. The notion that the demoralized Allies could manage a massive evacuation was inconceivable.

SEIZING THE MOMENT

The German delay gave the British the time they needed to formulate a plan. Lord John Gort, the commander of the BEF, had been contemplating a withdrawal for days. On May 19, he ordered the first draft of an evacuation plan, and over the course of the next week, as the Allied position deteriorated, he became increasingly convinced that retreat was necessary. The situation was dire. “Over 300,000 British troops were strung out along a 60-mile corridor [and] threatened from north and south by a vastly superior enemy who enjoyed total command of the air,” noted historian Geoffrey Stewart in Dunkirk and the Fall of France. On May 25, Gort, backed by Alan Brooke, commander of the BEF II Corps, concluded that any additional effort to break out of the German stranglehold was futile and that an evacuation was the only alternative to surrender or slaughter.

On May 26, Churchill and the British War Cabinet came to the same conclusion. There was no hope of a French counterattack from the south, and the Belgian troops on the northern flank were in trouble. An evacuation on a massive scale was needed; Dunkirk, just 40 miles across the English Channel from Dover, offered the best hope of success. “In such conditions,” Sir Anthony Eden, the British war secretary, wrote to Gort, the “only course open to you may be to fight your way back to west where all beaches and ports east of Gravelines [12 miles west of Dunkirk] will be used for embarkation.” Gort immediately ordered the tightening of the perimeter from just east of Gravelines to Nieuport, Belgium.

DEFENDING THE CORRIDOR OUT

Meanwhile divisional commanders Bernard Montgomery, in the northern part of the Allied corridor, and Harold Franklyn, in the south, were holding the door open for the BEF’s retreating troops, who were making their way to the coast. Many succeeded, but not all. The BEF’s 2nd Division, located on the extreme eastern end, some 40 miles southeast of Dunkirk, encountered perhaps the fiercest opponents, including four Panzer divisions and two SS motorized infantry divisions. After suffering heavy losses, the commander decided that his men had suffered enough and on May 28, ordered their retreat. Near the village of Le Paradis, the 2nd Royal Norfolks made a final stand, then surrendered to the SS “Totenkopf”—“death head”—division.

Similar scenarios unfolded on the northern flank, particularly near Cassel, where many Allied soldiers were killed or taken prisoner attempting a nighttime escape.

Suddenly, the clear weather that had been so favorable for the German tanks and planes shifted and came to the aid of the Allies. Rain on the 28th slowed the Nazi advance and allowed most of the BEF and French forces to arrive within the tight Dunkirk perimeter or close to it. Rescue was at hand. Or close to it.
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FRENCH FAILURE The collapse near Sedan of French troops (here, after their surrender) helped persuade Brooke and Gort of the need to evacuate.




Impossible Odds

The British had very little time and just 40 naval destroyers to evacuate nearly 400,000 troops
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HUNKERED DOWN Some BEF soldiers dug fox holes and bunkers in the beaches; most were exposed on the open sand, waiting in long lines that extended into the water or out to the East Mole.

The evacuation of Dunkirk posed daunting challenges but the location did provide a few advantages. The mile-wide, gently sloping beach ran for 16 miles to the north, was the longest continuous stretch of sand in Europe and offered ample space for the retreating troops. The sand dunes on the beach’s inland border could be converted into shallow dugouts to minimize the effects of strafing and bombing from the Luftwaffe. The immediate perimeter was defined by rivers and canals and marshy terrain, which made it difficult for the Germans, and their tanks, to penetrate. Finally, there were several useful vacation homes in the area. La Panne, Belgian King Leopold’s villa, included an undersea telephone connection to London that the monarch had installed to track his stock investments. The setup made ideal headquarters for Lieutenant General Ronald Forbes Adam, in charge of maintaining the Dunkirk perimeter.

At the same time, Dunkirk also presented difficulties. The main harbor and docks had been so damaged by German bombing that they were unusable. Strong currents made the waters unstable for loading. And the most direct route to England, blocked by a sandbar, was complicated. In peacetime, ships would normally travel south for several miles before turning west toward the island nation, a maneuver that allowed a trip of just 39 miles. But such an approach by the BEF would have exposed its ships to fire from German artillery in Gravelines and Calais. That left only one alternative: an 87-mile-long route that traveled past Goodwin Lightship on the way to Ramsgate.

Among the British officers managing the operation was Vice-Admiral Sir Bertram Ramsay, who had begun planning a potential evacuation on May 19 under orders from Lord Gort. Now Ramsay faced an additional problem. The available Royal Navy ships could at most ferry 10,000 soldiers a day, and he had originally been given just three days to evacuate as many of the 400,000 British and French troops as possible. The 40 British destroyers, capable of fighting off German attacks while doubling as passenger ships, would certainly be key. But several of these had been damaged in the evacuations of troops from Boulogne and Calais and would likely be needed for battle in the months and years to come. Ramsay had to decide: How much damage would be acceptable to such a vital part of the fleet?

The vice admiral began the task of amassing additional ships. A primary resource was a database from the British Admiralty, which had begun requesting that all Britons register boats between 30 and 100 feet long. From that group, Ramsay requisitioned 30 passenger ferries, 12 so-called drifters (fishing boats), six coasters (coastal merchant ships) and 40 Dutch schuits, which had been transported to England from the Nazi occupation in the Netherlands. The schuits, or “skoots” as the British began calling them, were small, flat-bottomed steam freighters capable of carrying larger numbers of soldiers than most of the vessels that could navigate the shallower waters near the beaches of Dunkirk.

Then there was the fleet of “little boats,” as they came to be known, the small craft capable of navigating the waters nearest the shore that the British Ministry of Shipping gathered from boat owners and builders along the coast. Ramsay asked for some 700 of these. By May 20, the effort had been dubbed Operation Dynamo, a reference to a room in Dover Castle, where Ramsay’s team was headquartered, which also housed an electrical generator.

Soon the beaches of Dunkirk were jammed with troops in lines up to two miles long, waiting for the ships that would take them home. At first, the scene was chaos, with soldiers thronging onto the beaches, uncertain of what to do. But order eventually was restored, with new arrivals directed to the back of the line and the men organized into groups of 50. At night, when the Luftwaffe ceased operations, soldiers lay down in place to get whatever sleep was possible.
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Soldiers of the Royal Ulster Rifles waited to board one of the little ships to carry them out to a waiting destroyer.
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UNDER FIRE A wounded man waiting to be evacuated was given water by a British soldier; many of the most severely wounded stayed behind and were captured, along with the men tending them, by the Germans.


The Miracle of Dunkirk

In nine harrowing days, Allied commanders staged the largest evacuation in history, saving some 300,000 troops from the Nazis
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HOME SAFE Rescued soldiers arrived home in London on May 31, 1940.




Would They Make It Out? 

The first day ended grimly, with only 7,500 men rescued. But a narrow jetty offered hope
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SINGLE FILE At times, lines of soldiers waiting in the water and on the beaches stretched two miles long, but the troops were orderly and patient. “You had the impression of people standing waiting for a bus,” said signaler Alfred Baldwin. 

The first Dunkirk evacuations began inauspiciously on Monday, May 27, when Captain William Tennant, a logistics expert deployed to organize the loading of soldiers, arrived as German bombers attacked the harbor. Tennant and his team of 160 survived, but on disembarking, they encountered chaos. Terrorized soldiers, some of them deserters, some from rearguard units, skittered around the beach, uncertain of how to proceed. The dock facilities had been destroyed, and during that first bloody day, the Luftwaffe would kill 1,000 residents of Dunkirk and many Allied troops. The process of transporting soldiers in small boats to the larger ships was painstakingly slow. By sundown, only about 7,500 men had been rescued. Things began to improve when Tennant realized that a narrow jetty, 1,400 yards long and just five feet wide, could substitute as a dock. The first boat to tie up at the jetty, or the East Mole, as the British called it, boarded 950 soldiers in less than an hour.

The next day, Tuesday, May 28, went better. Cloudy weather and black smoke from burning oil storage tanks hampered visibility for the German bombers. Tennant’s team grew more proficient in organizing the men and navigating the harbor to avoid exploding mines and collisions with other boats. Some 18,000 men were evacuated, with minimal casualties.

On Wednesday, another 47,000 soldiers were evacuated, but the day was also marred by loss of life and matériel. Some 600 soldiers and crew were killed when two British destroyers were sunk before dawn. The Wakeful was hit first, by a German E-boat, a torpedo-bearing coastal craft. A submarine torpedo struck the Grafton after it picked up 35 surviving crew members from the Wakeful. When the skies cleared later in the day, the Luftwaffe resumed its attacks, repeatedly bombing and eventually sinking a third destroyer, the Grenade, and killing another 18 soldiers. Finally, the largest ship involved in the evacuation, the cargo steamer Clan MacAlister, took two direct hits from Stuka dive-bombers and had to be abandoned.

Thursday and Friday, the final two days in May, were perhaps the best for the Allies, as poor visibility limited the Luftwaffe and mostly calm seas aided the loading onto the boats. Two additional factors came into play. First, more small ships arrived to carry soldiers to the larger boats in the harbor; and second, Tennant and his team constructed makeshift piers out of damaged trucks and other equipment, which facilitated the loading process. Some 54,000 were evacuated on Thursday, including nearly 30,000 from the beaches; on Friday, another 68,000 were evacuated, despite a heavy swell in the morning that hampered the little boats and the return of clear skies in the afternoon, which brought the German planes back into action.

The scene on the beaches became hellish. Human corpses were everywhere, some covered, many buried and marked by an upturned rifle, others left to float in the water. Abandoned vehicles and the bodies of dead horses littered the sand. Food was scarce—some troops went four or five days without eating. Overhead, obscured by the smoke and too high to be seen by BEF soldiers on the ground, the RAF did its best to keep the German Stukas and Messerschmitts at bay.
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COVER OF DARKNESS Cloudy skies—and nighttime evacuation—usually meant less danger from the Luftwaffe for the exposed troops on the beaches.




Unconventional Leaders
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General Sir Ronald Forbes Adam

ONE OF several key officers in the evacuation, Adam was in charge of establishing and maintaining the defensive perimeter around Dunkirk. Adam had been educated at Eton and the Royal Academy Woolwich before serving in France during World War I and being awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO), the most prestigious medal awarded to British officers for exceptional bravery in combat. He was a close confidante and friend of Alan Brooke, commander of the BEF’s II Corps, which retained him as an important adviser throughout the war years, despite Churchill’s opinion that Adam’s progressive views made him too radical for military service. Among his more iconoclastic opinions: that soldiers should be chosen by a professional selection board based on psychological testing for leadership skills and initiative; that exceptional officers could be recruited from every social class; and that soldiers should be required to participate in compulsory discussion groups intended to produce better educated, more motivated troops.
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General Alan Brooke

BORN IN France to an aristocratic Irish family, Brooke was sensitive, introspective, even shy, throughout his career. He was also one of Britain’s most talented military strategists and highly opinionated. He had little confidence in the fighting skills of the French, wondering in his diary “whether the French are still a firm enough nation to again take their part in seeing this war through” and noting of the French soldiers that their “slovenliness, dirtyness and inefficiency are I think worse than ever.” Brooke similarly doubted the capabilities of Lord Gort, his superior officer, whom he considered obsessed with minutiae. According to Brooke, Gort had the brain “of a glorified boy scout.” Brooke—or Brookie as he was known—was popular through the rank and file of the BEF’s II Corps, which he commanded at Dunkirk. His quick action defending the northern flank after the surrender of Belgian troops on May 28 may have been the single most important action of the campaign. Gort considered Brooke too pessimistic about British prospects in France, but he came to accept Brooke’s view that an evacuation was necessary.
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Captain William Tennant

TENNANT ARRIVED in Dunkirk on May 26 aboard the destroyer Wolfhound and was given the job of organizing the men on the beaches and overseeing the loading of soldiers onto the ships. His decision to use the jetty known as the East Mole as a dispersal point, along with his many efforts to streamline the process, was critical in enabling large numbers of soldiers to safely evacuate. In the last stages of the effort, Tennant roamed the beaches with a megaphone, calling out, “Is anyone there?” It was Tennant who sent the message to Vice-Admiral Bertram Ramsay just before midnight on the night of June 2: “BEF evacuated.” Four years after Dunkirk, he played a crucial role in the invasion of Normandy and oversaw the installation of two prefabricated “harbors” that were transported across the English Channel in pieces and assembled on Omaha and Gold beaches. In Tennant’s later naval career as an admiral, many sailors continued to call him by the nickname “Dunkirk Joe” in honor of his skill on the beaches.




INSTRUMENTS OF WAR

The Little Ships
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LIVING LEGENDS The English regularly commemorate Dunkirk with events featuring boats that participated in the evacuations. Many carry a simple bronze plaque noting their involvement. In 2012, the flotilla of “little ships” above took part in the celebrations marking the 60th anniversary of Queen Elizabeth’s ascension to the throne.

WITH INCREASING numbers of ships needed to ferry soldiers from the beaches of Dunkirk to the large transports waiting in the deeper waters offshore, the British Ministry of Shipping turned to the English people for help. They had at their disposal a database of boat owners that the Admiralty began compiling in mid May, and started making calls and radio broadcasts to shipbuilders and owners along the English coast. The request was straightforward: they needed to collect any boat able to navigate the shallow waters near the Dunkirk shore. Given the dire need, some boats, summarily emptied of all contents, were taken without their owners’ permission and set on course for Dunkirk. By May 30, a collection of 700 pleasure craft, passenger ferries, speedboats, seaplane tenders, private yachts, fishing boats, trawlers and lifeboats were assisting in the operation. And while it is true, contrary to popular legend, that British naval personnel piloted the large majority of the so-called “little ships,” there were also several owners, particularly seasoned fishermen, who made the crossing themselves. By the end of the evacuation, nearly 100,000 soldiers had been rescued with the help of this motley fleet.
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In 1940, these little ships were towed down the Thames on their way to their critical service at Dunkirk.




Operation Dynamo: The Final Hours

Nazi bombing raids continued, even as the last soldiers were ferried onto boats. But by June 4, nearly 340,000 troops had been rescued 




Lord Gort wanted to remain in Dunkirk until the last of the BEF had been evacuated, but Churchill, concerned that his loss or capture would damage British morale, ordered the leader home on the 31st. Alan Brooke, commander of the BEF’s II Corps who established a corridor for retreating troops and defended the perimeter, was recalled on the 30th. Known for his British reserve, Brooke wept openly while saying his farewells in the sand dunes.

Saturday, June 1, was particularly difficult. For only the second time during the evacuation, the skies cleared for the entire day, allowing the Luftwaffe to pummel the British. At 8:15 a.m., nine Stukas attacked and sank the destroyer Basilisk. Dive-bombers also demolished the destroyer Keith during the morning hours. In the afternoon, a troop transport, the Scotia, with 200 to 300 French soldiers aboard, and a mine sweeper, the Brighton Queen, were both destroyed. In all, nearly a thousand seamen and soldiers were killed and the Luftwaffe exploded 13 British warships, as well as a handful of smaller ships.

With good weather forecast for the next several days, Tennant shifted to nighttime operations and on Saturday, Sunday and Monday evenings evacuated an additional 80,000 men. The final BEF troops left Dunkirk on Sunday night/Monday morning. At dawn on Tuesday, June 4, the 21-year-old destroyer Shikari, filled with French soldiers, made the last departure from Dunkirk. At 9 a.m., French General Maurice Beaufrère, whose 68th Infantry Division had resisted the German advance on the western perimeter, surrendered. Operation Dynamo was over. About 40,000 French troops were captured and the British loss of matériel was significant: six destroyers and more than 240 other marine vessels; almost 64,000 vehicles, including nearly all 445 British tanks; and more than 900 aircraft.

But nearly 340,000 soldiers, including 114,000 Frenchmen, had been rescued and would be available for the fight to come.
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FIGHT IN THE AIR The German Stukas (above) with a pilot and rear gunner, were more effective than the British Fairey Battle bombers (on the following page), with their crew of pilot, gunner and navigator.
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SELF-RELIANT Some soldiers able to swim out to the destroyers on their own ventured into the deeper harbor waters.
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STREAMLINING At first, men waded into water up to their necks to reach rescue boats. But then, the BEF fashioned abandoned vehicles into docks (above and on the following page) and reaching the vessels became easier. Still, more than twice as many men were evacuated from the jetty known as the East Mole as from the beaches.
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The View Then

On Monday, June 17, 1940, Time published this measured account of the events at Dunkirk
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LOOKING SEAWARD Six days before Winston Churchill became prime minister, he was aboard a destroyer that played a key role in the British evacuation. The issue of Time that included the story reprinted here carried a cover featuring, left to right, French General Maxime Weygand, Paul Baudoin, Prime Minister Paul Reynaud and Philippe Pétain, who later negotiated the armistice that turned his nation over to Hitler.


Great Britain’s eloquent Prime Minister Winston Churchill, last week in a fighting speech to Parliament, admitted British losses of “over 30,000” men killed, wounded & missing, nearly 1,000 guns “and all our transport and all the armored vehicles that were with the Army of the North.” But he said that the Royal Navy, “using nearly 1,000 ships of all kinds, carried over 335,000 men, French and British, from the jaws of death.” 

He concluded: “We shall not flag nor fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France and on the seas and oceans; we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air . . .” 

But last week was certainly not the Allies’ hour. Though two French divisions and one British fought bravely to the end at Dunkirk, and Vice Admiral Jean Marie Charles Abrial of the French Navy jauntily puffed his pipe and stayed ashore until the last launch, the hour was Adolf Hitler’s and he made the most of it. 

He had himself photographed in front of the majestic Canadian War Memorial at Vimy Ridge, thus proving that his bombers had not wrecked it. And from his headquarters issued triumphant messages to his soldiers and his people.
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EXCERPTS:

“The greatest military achievement of all times was accomplished when Germany, after a surprisingly short time [eleven days], was able to establish main battle fronts along the Rivers Aisne and Somme . . . 

“This unprecedented German achievement constitutes simultaneously the greatest military defeat that any military forces ever suffered. A great many lives may have been saved by the British naval forces, but the booty captured is so enormous that no estimate can yet be given . . .”

The German High Command claimed 1,200,000 French, English, Belgian and Dutch casualties and prisoners. It claimed seizing or destroying weapons and matériel for 75 divisions. It claimed destruction of 3,500 enemy airplanes, sinking of 24 warships and 66 transports, damages to 59 warships, 117 transports.

From May 10 to June 1, German casualties were set by the Germans at the fantastically low figure of 10,255 officers and men killed, 8,643 missing, 42,523 wounded. Germany’s admitted airplane losses: 432. 

To celebrate his victory, Fuhrer Hitler ordered flags flown throughout Germany for eight days, bells rung for three. As his war machine swung from Flanders into action on the Somme-Aisne line, he declared : 

“Inasmuch as the enemy still spurns peace, the fight will be carried on to his total destruction.” 

U. S. correspondents who were taken along by the Germans in their pursuit of the Allies to the sea repeatedly expressed amazement at the Hitler machine’s fitness and efficiency. They saw windrows of Allied but few German corpses, the German system being to bury their dead within an hour for reasons of morale as well as hygiene. Even before Dunkirk’s final fall, masses of German troops began moving to the new southern front. German mechanics drove back long lines of abandoned Allied motor trucks, camouflaging them with their own blue-grey paint, loading them with salvaged parts such as batteries, tires, spark plugs or with captured gasoline and other supplies. German engineers were already at work reconditioning the captured Channel ports (but the British, after two tries, effectively blocked Zeebrugge with four ships full of concrete). 

Reported by U. S. correspondents were some fine points of Nazi technique:

• In bombing enemy columns, German pilots aimed their missiles at the roadsides, whence their fragmentation was just as devastating, rather than blowing holes in the road surface, which might impede pursuing German columns. Similarly, in razed towns, whole blocks of houses were destroyed without damage to the streets. 

• Cultivated fields, in which harvests will soon be ripe for the German conquerors, were virtually unscathed by bombing or artillery fire. 

• German officers called the stench of death “the perfume of battle.”
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TO THE VICTORS Hitler’s troops raised the Nazi flag (above) over the Maginot Line—pride of the French military—three months after German forces marched into Dunkirk (on the following page) on June 5, 1940.
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WELCOME HOME Returning soldiers were embraced as heroes. While most were transported from Dunkirk to Dover, several other English ports were used as well, including Folkestone, Ramsgate, Margate and Newhaven.


The Fight that Followed

Dunkirk was decimated, the French military was in tatters and there was still a World War to be waged
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A WAR-TORN CITY Dunkirk suffered horribly in 1940, when it was bombed by the Germans before and during the evacuation. It was attacked again in 1944–45, during the eight-month Siege of Dunkirk, when more than three-quarters of the city's homes were destroyed.




Those Left Behind

Allied POWs faced five years of brutal captivity, forced marches and executions
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Surrendering French soldiers waited by the side of the road for their captors. 




[image: image]

IN NAZI HANDS British soldiers captured at Dunkirk trudged up a sand dune near a German fortification. Many of the British POWs were medics who refused to leave their wounded patients.

After the last rescue boats left Dunkirk harbor on June 4, 1940, the Germans captured some 40,000 French troops who’d been left behind as well as at least 40,000 British soldiers in the Dunkirk vicinity. Theirs is a story that is often overlooked, but for the next five years, until the war’s end, large numbers of these POWs would be mistreated and abused in violation of Geneva Convention rules governing the sick, wounded, prisoners of war and civilians. As described in Dunkirk: The Men They Left Behind, by Sean Longden, some were summarily executed. The POWs were denied food and medical treatment. The wounded were jeered at. To lower officer morale, the Nazis told British officers that they would lose their rank and be sent to the salt mines to work. They were forced to drink ditch water and eat putrid food. As noted by Longden: “These dreadful days were never forgotten by those who endured them. They had fought the battles to ensure the successful evacuation of over 300,000 fellow soldiers. Their sacrifice had brought the salvation of the British nation. Yet they had been forgotten while those who escaped and made their way back home were hailed as heroes.”

The crimes began as Dunkirk was being evacuated. On May 28, the SS Totenkopf Division marched about 100 members of the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Norfolk Regiment, which had just surrendered, to a pit in a farm in Le Paradis and murdered them with machine gun spray. A similar atrocity unfolded on the same day with the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, which had been captured near Wormhout. They were forced into a barn and massacred with grenades.

As the war dragged on, forced marches became more common, sometimes with very little food or none at all—one British battalion reported receiving only two sugar lumps and two tablespoons of a mixture of carrots and potatoes a day. On arriving at train stations the POWs were loaded into cattle cars for trips to work sites in Germany and Poland.

British soldier Charlie Waite’s story was not uncommon. A 20-year-old from Essex, Waite was captured on May 20. He was moved from place to place and kept prisoner on a farm in Poland and forced to work the fields with Nazi guards watching. In the frigid winter of 1944–45, on a forced march of nearly a thousand miles from Poland to just outside of Berlin, Waite almost died. He finally was rescued in April by Allied forces as the war was drawing to a close. He described his two forced marches, one when he was captured in 1940 and the second in 1945, in his book, Survivor of the Long March: Five Years as a POW: “[The first march] was in hot weather and I was still wearing my greatcoat but I was in good physical shape. But in 1945, we had the additional challenges of one of the coldest winters on record that January, of having suffered years of misery, fear, exhaustion and starvation and of watching fellow men die and helping to bury them by the roadside. Those are things you never forget.”

British soldier Peter Wagstaff recalled similar treatment. Just 20 when he was captured, Wagstaff and his fellow POWs were threatened by their Nazi captors. Some were killed. “The Kommandant, a German we called the ‘Purple Emperor,’ told us, ‘If you look out of the window you are going to be shot.’ One officer said he was still going to do it—and he was shot. But you took it because it was part of life. You accepted it. This was happening all the time. You didn’t have time to analyze yourself. You are fighting to keep alive.”

FRANCE SURRENDERS

Meanwhile, the French military was in tatters and seemed poised for defeat. From the day of the German invasion on May 10 through the evacuation of Dunkirk, France had lost 24 infantry divisions, including six of seven motorized divisions. Instead of four armored divisions equipped with 200 tanks each, the country now had three, each equipped with 40. The new French commander, Maxime Weygand, transferred soldiers from the Maginot Line, but could muster only 43 infantry divisions to face the Third Reich’s 104. Allied assistance had disappeared. The British had withdrawn all but two divisions south of Dunkirk, and the Belgian Army had surrendered.

The French were further hampered by a lack of strategic clarity. Premier Paul Reynaud favored a Dunkirk-like evacuation to North Africa, where the army could be protected by the French Fleet and the Royal Navy while it reconstituted itself, gathered additional forces from the French colonial empire and took delivery on a fleet of planes from the U.S. Commander Weygand, however, opposed such a move and vowed to remain on French soil to defend his homeland. Within Reynaud’s cabinet, there was an appeasement faction, coalescing around Deputy Premier Marshal Pétain, which was considering a potential deal with Adolf Hitler.

General Alan Brooke returned to France to command the few remaining British units and judged the situation untenable. In a tense conversation with Churchill, Brooke demanded a further evacuation, and when Churchill argued that a British presence was needed to make the French feel supported, Brooke replied: “It is impossible to make a corpse feel.”

The French fought as well as they could, relying on small groups of troops and armaments gathered into tight factions called “Hedgehogs.” From June 5 to June 7, these pockets of resistance slowed the Germans as they crossed the marshes of the Somme River at Hangst in the west and at Péronne in the east. At Amiens, 90 miles northwest of Paris, the German 10th Panzer Division lost two thirds of its tanks in just three days. The 7th Panzer Division, led by Erwin Rommel, finally broke through in the west and charged 20 miles south of the Somme to cut off one British division, which retreated and later evacuated. As the days proceeded, Rommel simply directed his Panzers around the remaining Hedgehogs, and the French were unable to mount an effective counterattack.

It didn’t take long for the Germans, whose Panzers were rolling rapidly through the country, to wear down the French. Paris fell on June 14. On June 17, Rommel covered 150 miles westward and on June 19 he captured Cherbourg. The French government, which had been in a state of crisis for weeks, signed an armistice on June 22. The agreement divided France into two parts, the northern half under direct German occupation and the south under a puppet regime led by Pétain. It had taken the Germans just 18 days after Dunkirk to capture France.

BRITISH FORTITUDE

Britain now stood alone against the Nazis and many wondered whether it would be the next to concede. Some members of the British government, beginning to regret the rise of the uncompromising Churchill, considered what sort of an agreement might be reached with the German leader. Hitler tentatively planned for a British invasion, code-named Operation Sea Lion, but he knew that such an incursion would be risky, difficult and very costly, and so he waited for a British peace offer.

Churchill was having none of it. Brilliantly spinning the defeat at Dunkirk into an expression of the “Dunkirk spirit,” Churchill urged his people to display the grit of the British troops and the can-do attitude of civilians who volunteered their ships for the rescue operation. He quickly replaced the equipment lost in France. He began cultivating a relationship with U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt, who signaled his intention to assist the British in any way he could. And in July, when Hitler’s bombers began attacking English cities in an effort to force surrender, Churchill prepared the nation for the three-month-long siege that would come to be called the Battle of Britain.

On August 20, as the aerial conflict entered its most intense stage, Churchill took to the airways to pay tribute to the courageous pilots of the RAF: “The gratitude of every home in our Island, in our Empire, and indeed throughout the world except in the abodes of the guilty, goes out to the British airmen who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and mortal danger, are turning the tide of the world war by their prowess and by their devotion. Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.”

On September 15, the Luftwaffe launched over 1,000 aircraft in the campaign’s most concentrated bombing raid yet against London. The assault failed to produce the desired results, with the British capital escaping serious harm. Instead, 20 German planes were damaged and another 60 shot down. To cut his losses, Hitler scaled back the raids in favor of the limited nighttime strikes known as the Blitz, which continued until May 1941.

The RAF had stood up to the Luftwaffe and won. The threat of a German invasion was over. Soon, as Churchill predicted, the “tide of the world war” would shift toward the forces of freedom. During the next five years, Churchill and the British leadership were able to expand the size of the British army, add new planes to the resources of the RAF, repair and replace the ships lost at Dunkirk and reestablish the British Navy as one of the most powerful in the world. Newly fortified, British soldiers fought against advances in North Africa and the Middle East by the Axis forces.

Without Dunkirk, none of this would have been possible, nor would Britain have been able to hold out until December 1941 and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, which brought the Americans into the war as a critical ally.

When the Allied forces landed in Normandy on D-Day, June 6, 1944, three of the eight divisions that took part were British. Two were dropped from the air and one arrived by ship and stormed the beaches beside its American allies. The victory that followed was sweet for all involved, but for the British, it was more than that. It was redemption.
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REFUGEES Many Dunkirk residents fled the aerial bombardment that rained down on their town in 1940; at least 1,000 citizens were killed by the bombs.
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German soldiers hoisted Nazi banners in northern France.




[image: image]

OCCUPIED FRANCE Civilians in Paris, such as this artist sketching a German soldier, continued their routines after the French capitulated.
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PARIS CONQUERED Mounted soldiers of the Wehrmacht rode away from the Arc de Triomphe after the fall of Paris on June 14, 1940. Two million Parisians had already fled.
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WAR IN THE AIR The pilots of the RAF, happy to return home safely after a bombing run, downed 244 German planes over Dunkirk and became national heroes.
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SAFE PASSAGE Crew members from a French destroyer, sunk by a mine in Dunkirk harbor, were rescued by a British vessel.
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