
A Short Trip to France 

Standing in the sun this year, 2013, we looked out along the quarter-mile long breakwater known as 

the East Mole and tried to imagine it in 1940 on the same day and date, Monday 27 May.  

‘Operation Dynamo’, the evacuation of Dunkirk, had started the previous day; troops were 

embarking on troop ships, war ships, paddle steamers and ferry boats. 

“We came to the wrong war; we have been out done, out run and out manoeuvred,” Lord Gort, the 

commander of the British Expeditionary Force, had said at the time.  The BEF had arrived in France 

only six weeks earlier to stop the German advance on Britain’s allies in Europe but had been routed 

by the blitzkrieg tactics – rapidly advancing tanks and artillery with air support – of the enemy, even 

before it was able to establish itself as a fighting force.  It wasn’t that the Germans were superior in 

numbers or equipment to the allies; it was just that they employed stunningly successful tactics that 

were not answered by the British and French, even though the German army had stretched itself to 

the limit. 

I turned to David Evans, a member of our small group travelling with a guided battlefield tour, who 

had been at this spot exactly 73 years ago.  Within 2 days the harbour had been bombed out of use, 

the narrow East Mole – a breakwater not designed for ships to moor against – was being used for 

embarkation.  Life boats, cockle boats, river cruisers and all manner of ‘Little Ships’ had been 

recruited pick troops up from the beaches and help save the BEF. 

“Where did you wait for your turn to board, David?” 

Just over there, in the dunes,” he said looking eastward from the Mole, “we dug in there.” 

We felt respectful but we wanted to hear David’s memories and we gently coaxed him.  He wasn’t 

reluctant but it was clear he was thinking about fallen comrades; he had come to pay his respects. 

David said they had not had food or water for 3 days.  “We were feeling the effects of dehydration,” 

he said softly. “The Stukas kept coming and we didn’t see any of our planes; that felt hard.”  He 

added, “But we never felt any doubt that we would get away, it was very orderly.” 

And David did get away; on 2 June he climbed down a ladder on the Mole into a fishing boat, 

immediately fell into a deep sleep, and woke in Dover where he received a hero’s welcome from the 

British public, whipped up into a patriotic fervour by Churchill belligerent rhetoric and tea from the 

Women’s Institute. 

David had humility about him, and seemed to have a perspective on life earned, perhaps, through 

extra-ordinary experiences and many years to reflect on them.  My dad had a similar countenance. 

We had already visited a number of significant locations on our tour, including the town of Cassell, 

on a hill surrounded by the flat Flanders landscape and one of the ‘strong points’ established to 

create a corridor for the withdrawal to Dunkirk.  Roads radiate to Dunkirk, Le Havre and Paris and I 

could imagine my father, who had been there as a despatch rider, speeding along the straight open 

roads to carry orders – after checking the skies for Messerschmitt’s, he told me.  Dad hadn’t said a 

lot about his army career but had shared a few stories over the thirty years that I knew him.  He had 

told me about the Messerschmitt’s.  He had told me about the cheese wires that decapitated some 



of his fellow DRs, and the snipers that accounted for many others.  I have a photograph of Dad in 

training.  It shows twenty-two men confidently astride their motorcycles; he told me five had come 

home at the end of the war. 

We stopped for a few thoughtful moments by the Canal de Bergues which had been on the final 

perimeter where men, many of whom did not return, held back the enemy long enough for the 

evacuation to be completed.  We saw the farmhouse, still standing, from which Captain Marcus 

Ervine-Andrews of the East Lancashire Regiment had led his men in repelling the German assault, an 

action that earned the captain a Victoria Cross, the first VC of the war.  These ‘strong points’ of 

resistance are what made the evacuation of so many possible.  Orders, often simply to hold position 

were delivered by the despatch riders.  Dad was with the East Lancs.  I wonder if he carried orders to 

that farmhouse. 

 ‘Operation Dynamo’ returned 200,000 men to England from the Mole and a further 140,000 from 

the beaches.  70, 000 were left behind, many of whom had stayed to hold back the enemy long 

enough for the evacuation to be successful and many who had simply been separated from their 

units during the chaos.  One of them was Dad; he had laid low, kept his head down he said, for a 

week or so, before venturing to the beach where he found a rowing boat and oars and, with two 

others, had set out under darkness to row home.  This had always seemed improbable to me but this 

journey to the Dunkirk and Bray Beach had made it possible to imagine.  There must have been 

hundreds, if not thousands, of life boats, rowing boats and other equipment being washed up on the 

beaches, probably for weeks. 

Dad hadn’t needed to row all the way home; his small party was picked up by a British destroyer in 

the Channel and taken to Southampton.  He re-joined his regiment his regiment after a couple of 

weeks and fought the war – in North Africa, Normandy and Germany.  But those are other journeys. 

This short tour had been fascinating, stimulating, humbling, and we had been reminded how war 

brings out the worst – and the best – in us.   Back at home, I quietly thanked Dad for giving me a free 

country to grow up and live in. 
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