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Prologue


Is anyone there? Is anyone there?1 With these words General Harold Alexander signalled the end of the drama of Dunkirk. Searching along the quayside within
the port and patrolling the waters beside the beach, the general held firmly on to his megaphone, calling out for any stragglers still waiting for evacuation. It was 2 a.m. on the morning of 3 June 1940. For six long, arduous days the beleaguered British
Expeditionary Force (BEF) had been slowly but surely evacuated from the harbour and beaches of Dunkirk. For some, the story had seemed miraculous  somehow, with the enemy just miles away and their planes dominating the skies above the beaches,
338,226 soldiers had been embarked on ships and sent home to Britain. With their evacuation completed it was time for Operation Dynamo to end. As the last of the Royal Navy destroyers slipped safely away into the waters of the English Channel, there was
nothing to do but draw the proceedings to a close.


When Alexander had allowed himself a final search of the perimeter, calling out to any who might yet remain on shore and receiving no reply, he returned to the harbour and boarded a waiting destroyer. Satisfied that the
evacuation was complete, the order to set sail was given and the ship cast off, zig-zagging its way across the night waters towards Dover. As his ship tied up alongside the quay next morning, and the general disembarked to make his way to the War Office,
the story of Dunkirk came to an end. Now it was time for the legend to grow.


However despite the ominous silence that had greeted Alexander as he scoured Dunkirk and its beaches for waiting troops, some men were still out there. Somewhere in the darkness were over 68,000 British soldiers who had never reached safety. On the
beaches and sand dunes of Dunkirk, in the fields of Flanders, beside the roads and amid the ruins, lay the corpses of hundreds who had not reached the boats. They had paid the ultimate price during the fighting retreat. They were not alone in their
defeat. Elsewhere were hospitals full of the sick and wounded who had been left behind to receive treatment from the enemys doctors. And further afield  still fighting hard alongside its French allies  was the entire 51st Highland
Division, and a myriad of other units, some large and some small, whose war had not finished as the last boats slipped away from the port of Dunkirk.


Also scattered across the countryside were hundreds of lost and lonely soldiers. These were the evaders who had missed the boats and evaded capture and were now desperately trying to make their own circuitous ways home independently, whether by walking across France or rowing across the Channel. All that mattered was that they were heading home, no matter how long it took or how far their journey would take them.


But for the majority left behind, now prisoners of war, the journey was not to freedom. Hour upon hour, mile upon mile, day after day, they walked. The feet of the dejected and defeated men shuffled over the cobblestones of the seemingly endless
roads. Shoulders hunched, staring at the ground in front of them, they moved ever onward. Beneath the searing summer sun the starving rabble continued their journey into the unknown. Like the remnants of some pitiful ancient tribe sold into slavery, they
shuffled forwards. Stomachs shrunken and throats parched, they hardly dared think of the food and water that might bring salvation.


Some were half-carrying, half-dragging their sick and exhausted friends. Others, too weak to help the sick, were forced to abandon their mates at the roadside. Yet most simply trudged on in silence  men like twenty-one-year-old Ken Willats who
just five months earlier had been a chef in a London restaurant. Now, not having seen food for days, he was too weak even to raise a hand to wipe a squashed fly from his forehead.


Desperate men summoned up their last vestiges of energy and fought for scraps of food. They dropped to their knees in ditches just to drink from the dirty brown water. At night they collapsed by the roadside, often deep in sleep before their heads
touched the bare earth. Then, just a few short hours later, they dragged themselves to their feet again to continue their journey.


As they walked they listened to the shouts of their guards  screaming at them to hurry up  and to the cries of their comrades as blows rained down on those who hesitated. Whips, sticks, truncheons and
rifle-butts beat the offenders back into line. For some the end to their misery came quickly, as the marching men listened for the tell-tale rifle crack that meant someone had finally given up and been executed by the roadside.


At last, after two weeks of painful marching across the countryside and through the villages of France, Belgium and Germany, the column of starving men arrived in the once great city of Trier, once the northern capital of the Roman Empire, one of the
foremost cities in the ancient world. Yet the marching men, their empty bellies aching and bodies weakened, had not reached civilization. Instead they were paraded through the streets to the taunts and jeers of the inhabitants. Under a hail of spittle,
the desperate men kept their heads down and marched onwards. Where once slaves had left Germany destined for Rome, now a vast new slave army was heading eastwards into the heart of Europes newest empire, the Third Reich.


These forgotten men had fought the rearguard in northern France and paid the price of enabling their comrades to escape. These were not the legendary men who crossed the English Channel in the little ships ready to fight again. Destined
for captivity, they would not see freedom for five long years.


These dreadful days were never forgotten by those who endured them. Yet somehow their sufferings never became part of the folklore of Second World War. They had fought the battles to ensure the
successful evacuation of over 300,000 fellow soldiers at Dunkirk. Their sacrifice had brought the salvation of the British nation. Yet they had been forgotten while those who escaped to safety and made their way back home were hailed as heroes. It was an
indignity that long remained in the minds of that defeated army.


Who could forget that ordeal? Certainly not Les Allan. Sixty years on he surveyed the rows of veterans parading through the streets of Dunkirk. Heads held high, chests swollen with pride and festooned with medals, the ageing veterans had gathered once
more to commemorate the anniversary of the miraculous rescue of a defeated army from the beaches of Dunkirk. These were the men whose escape from under the noses of the advancing Germans had become so famous. None among them doubted the achievement of
rescuing the forlorn force from the beaches of France, nor would any underestimate their sacrifices in the years that followed. Yet some among them, Les Allan included, had their own, very different, memories of the aftermath of Dunkirk  memories
that were once more stirred up at the sight of the parading men.


Though many years had passed since 1940, the gallant veterans still marched in step as they approached the grandstand. Amid the dignitaries Allan  former stretcher-bearer, BEF veteran, and prisoner of war  who had been granted his place
as the founder of the National Ex-Prisoner of War Association, found his thoughts were immediately consumed by his own memories of suffering and sacrifice. As the parade came to a halt he leaned forward and called out to
one of the men standing near him.


Hey, mate, which POW camp were you in?


Twenty A, came the reply. What about you?


Twenty B at Marienburg.


After a brief conversation, the parade moved on. Perplexed, a veteran officer seated beside him turned to ask how he knew this man, among all the assembled ranks, was a fellow POW. Allan allowed himself a smile and replied.


Its simple. Look at his chest. The blokes with the least medals are always the old POWs.


He was right. There hadnt even been a campaign medal for those who fought in France in 1940. The Dunkirk POWs  the soldiers that were left behind  were men who had shared all the horrors of war but none of the glory.





INTRODUCTION


Victory or Defeat?





Those men, the ones we left behind,




Those beaches would not see,






Those men to whom fate was unkind,




Had set their comrades free.






Those other men who would not see




The safety of our shores,






For five more years would not be free,




But prisoners of war.







Frederick Foster,


Royal West Kent Regiment1










Surely it was a miracle. Under the very eyes of the mighty German Army the beleaguered British Army had somehow returned home. Day after day, night after night, the evacuation had continued. Their decks crowded with the exhausted
remnants of a battered and bloody army, the ships slipped quietly back across the dark waters of the Channel. Even if the waters had parted, like the Red Sea before Moses, to allow the soldiers to walk home, the watching
world could hardly have been more surprised.


It was an exodus that seemed impossible, yet it had happened. All across Britain people celebrated  from the soldiers who reached the sanctuary of home, to the mothers, wives and lovers who awaited their safe return. As a nation rejoiced, the
reality of what had happened was obscured. A disastrous defeat was somehow turned into a great victory. Yet as in all victories, it had come at a price  the surrender of the truth to a myth that has survived longer than most of the soldiers
involved.


At first the evacuation had remained a secret. Newspapers were quite simply forbidden from reporting the events in France. Although the BEF had suffered a crushing defeat, the British people were not to be told of its humiliation. The fact that the
BEF had been routed on the battlefield and driven back to the coast was not for public consumption. There was no choice but for the army to withdraw to England to lick its wounds. What followed was indeed a miracle. For an entire week the Royal Navy, and
latterly the legendary little ships, transported 338,226 British, French and Belgian soldiers back across twenty miles of sea.


As the troopships, destroyers, barges, trawlers, ferries and pleasure boats disgorged the vanquished army it soon became clear that the defeat could be concealed no longer. So the news was released and the story turned upside down, with the
humiliation of defeat reported as a victorious escape. Even three days in, on 31 May, the first BBC report on the evacuation stressed that the British Army was returning home undefeated. This was far from the
truth, but the public knew no different. Indeed no one  not the journalists, politicians nor generals  wanted them to know different. The news was bleak, but for the people of an increasingly isolated nation this was something to celebrate
 their sons had come home.


While wounded, sick and dejected troops were hidden from sight, the British press heralded the men who had returned with a smile on their faces. Those who came home waving from train carriages, clutching their souvenirs, giving the thumbs-up and
kissing the women who handed out tea and buns at railway stations became a thing of legend.


News spread across the world that Britain stood alone yet defiant. A haven for the soldiers, sailors, airmen and royal families of Europes defeated nations, Great Britain used the escape from Dunkirk as a clarion call for the fight against
tyranny. In the skilful hands of Britains new prime minister, Winston Churchill, the BEFs return became a propaganda triumph. As he told the world: The battle of France is over, the Battle of Britain is about to begin.


Churchills belligerent spirit helped raise the nation. Britain had not folded like its European allies; instead the army had come home. The nation had rallied and was ready to fight another day. Germanys inability to crush the British
forces on the sands of Dunkirk was a turning point in their fortunes. A failure to extract those troops from the beaches would have left Britain defenceless. With no army left to fight, Britain would have been forced to
sue for peace or have been an easy target for a Nazi invasion.


Yet this never happened. They had lived to fight another day and Dunkirk had become the springboard to victory. Although there would be no quick win  the battle in France may have been lost but one battle does not make a war  from
Dunkirk grew the legend of the plucky British Army, outclassed on the battlefield, withdrawing against all the odds but sailing home across the Channel. It was the classic tale of the British underdog. The little ships that ferried the
soldiers home grew to symbolize a spirit of improvisation. The Nazis may have created a powerful, modern mechanized army but even all the iron and steel of its war machine could not crush the spirit of the British nation.


The emerging legend was perfectly suited to the mood of defiance that swept the country that summer: 1940 was Winston Churchills year  the year of Dunkirk; the rush to volunteer for the Home Guard; the glamour and excitement of the
legendary Few who defended the skies during the Battle of Britain and the enduring Blitz spirit. This was the year that Churchill and the British people raised two defiant fingers to their enemies across the Channel. In the nations
moment of peril there was no time to dwell on defeat  or on the defeated.


Yet hidden beneath this tale was an untold story. As time passed, historians revisited the Dunkirk story many times but the public had not yet learnt how the army had been unceremoniously defeated. They did not hear of the failure of BEF officers at
all levels. Nor did they read the details of drunken soldiers who refused calls to leave the cellars of Dunkirk and proceed for embarkation. In the mythology there was no room for tales of the failure of a poorly trained
army, nor for stories of men scrambling to board boats being shot or forced away at gunpoint. Nor was the full story revealed of how the figures for the miraculous Dunkirk evacuation only talked of men who escaped via one port. Forgotten were more than
100,000 men whose escape to the UK came via a host of other coastal towns, from Normandy to the Bay of Biscay.


It would be many years before the real story of the evacuation even began to be told. Richard Colliers 1961 book The Sands of Dunkirk was one of the first to reveal much of the chaos, indiscipline and terror that had been obscured by the
myth. Later works like Walter Lords The Miracle of Dunkirk and Nicholas Harmans Dunkirk  The Necessary Myth further helped to balance the story.


However, even in all these works one detail has remained missing. These stories ended with the final evacuations from the beaches of Dunkirk, drawing a veil over the desperate fate of those left behind.


As the boats sailed off they had abandoned 2,472 guns, nearly 65,000 vehicles and 20,000 motorcycles. In the chaos of retreat they had also left behind 416,000 tons of stores, over 75,000 tons of much-needed ammunition and 162,000 tons of petrol.


More shocking than all this, however, was a single chilling statistic  68,111 men of the BEF did not return home across the Channel at all. Thousands were the dead, wounded or missing but almost 40,000 British soldiers were alive and already being marched off into a captivity that would last for five long years.


However, back at home in Britain, rather than mourning for the defeated or lost, people felt they had something to celebrate. There was a genuine outpouring of excitement and relief that the majority of the army had come home safely and were ready to
defend Britains shores from its enemies. In homes the length and breadth of Great Britain families rejoiced when they heard the news that their sons had returned. The war may not have been over but their loved ones had survived to fight another
day. For the moment, that was enough.


At the Reeves family home in Reigate, a mother, father and siblings celebrated the safe return of their eldest son, Les, from France. For them, the nations collective relief had been a very personal one  their boy had survived. The
joyous mood in the house continued for a few days until a lone voice cut through the celebrations. It was Ivy, the soldiers sister. She had been thinking and had suddenly realized something was missing. Finally she asked the question that had been
troubling her: But hang on a minute, didnt our Eric go to France as well? Wheres he?


In all the excitement their younger son had been forgotten. As they spoke, nineteen-year-old Eric Reeves was trudging forlornly along the roads of northern France, destined for a German prisoner of war camp. It would be five years before he would
return home to tell his story. Like almost 40,000 of his comrades, he was one of Dunkirks forgotten heroes  one of the men they left behind.







CHAPTER ONE


Missing the Boat





The truth of the last day will never be published.



Major R.L. Barclay, 44th Division


RASC, writing to his wife in June 1940


following his return from France1










Looming high above the fields of Flanders, this seemed to be an obvious vantage point. Like some wooded island crowned with a medieval monastery, the Mont des Cats gave its occupiers a vast and unrivalled panorama both eastwards into
Belgium and westwards across the landscape of France. But as the month of May 1940 drew to a close there was only one view that really mattered. Twenty miles to the north-east plumes of smoke were rolling skywards  rising above the flames of
Dunkirk.


A few days previously this had been a depot for the British Army, a dump for vehicles and stores. But with the spearpoint of the German blitzkrieg plunging through Belgium, pushing back the Allied armies ever
westwards, the Mont des Cats was no longer a rear echelon sanctuary. Instead it had become a hastily improvised strongpoint. With his troops forced back into France, Major-General Edmund Archibald Osborne, commanding officer of the 44th Infantry
Division, had assembled them on the only available high ground. Originally an officer in the Royal Engineers, who had served with honour in the fields of Flanders during the Great War, Osborne was the very picture of the old-fashioned British general.
With his service dress, riding breeches and boots, grey hair and clipped military moustache he seemed to epitomize just how out of date the British Army had become. In the era of blitzkrieg, of air support, carrier-borne infantry, paratroopers and tanks,
Osborne seemed to reflect the days of the static trench warfare of his first conflict.


To the senior officers of the British Expeditionary Force, men like Major-General Osborne, this was the textbook defensive position. It had everything they needed, a commanding view of the lands around, plenty of cover for the troops and, most
importantly, it sat immediately in the face of the enemy advance.


For others that was exactly the problem. Footsore and weary after days of fighting and retreating in the face of the advancing lightning war, the men of the 4th Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment were less impressed by the sight. Certainly
this was a fine defensive position  any fool could see that  but there was something far more important to them. Sitting high upon the only hill for miles around, they were conspicuous  they were a target. For twenty-two-year-old Private Bill Holmes it was a relief not to be marching, but war had entered his life swiftly and viciously and it was about to get worse. As he would later describe it, with the deliberate understatement so common to
the British infantryman: We really had a dose there. The British Army really did some silly things  for one thing, we were right on the top of the hill. So the Germans just kept bombing it! It was the most stupid thing they could have
planned.


These were strong words for such an inexperienced soldier. Just nine months earlier Holmes had been working on his fathers farm in East Sussex. His had been a simple life, one so common in the countryside of pre-war Britain. There were few
luxuries, he worked hard from dawn till dusk, tending the animals and maintaining the orchards that provided the family with its income. But along with the hard work came a slow pace of life that made the long hours tolerable. In many ways it was an
idyllic existence, one which none in the village had realized would soon be over. In these final days before war, horses still worked the land, many homes were still without electricity or relied on pumped water. Through the spring and summer of 1939, as
war had approached, the young men inhabiting this world were slowly caught up in political machinations that seemed so far removed from their own world. When Holmes and his mates went to the cinema in nearby Haywards Heath, they saw newsreels revealing
what was going on in Europe, but still it all seemed so distant. What did the Sudentenland, the Munich crisis or Hitlers insistent sabre rattling mean to them?


Then in summer 1939, with war seemingly inevitable, the outside world finally took a grasp of the towns and villages of Britain. The governments announcement that it was to form a militia from more than 200,000
men, aged twenty and twenty-one, was a firm declaration of intent. It may not have been a full-scale mobilization, but it was one more step on the road to war. Each man called up to the militia was told he would serve just six months and then be released
back into civilian life as a trained infantryman, ready to be called up in the event of war. Like all his mates, Bill Holmes had registered for the militia in July. Now he was certain war would come. This knowledge could not help but affect their lives:
I had a summer of freedom, but in the back of my mind I knew what was going to happen. It was the calm before the storm.


When his call-up papers had arrived, falling ominously on to the doormat of the family cottage, Holmes father had made him a stark offer. He could apply for his son to be excused service, to register as an essential worker, since farming could
be classed as a reserved occupation. The youngster had considered the offer but realized he could never accept. Quite simply, he knew that to remain at home would seem like a betrayal of his mates, all of whom would themselves be going to war. It was a
decision that would trouble him many times in the five long years that followed.


Sitting atop the Mont des Cats, with shells bursting around him and machine-gun fire raking the hillside, it was easy for these thoughts to return to his mind. Just eight months before, he had said goodbye to his mates and headed off to the barracks at Chichester. Life in the army was a shock to most of the new recruits, but for those from quiet villages it made all the more impact upon their lives. Suddenly nothing was private any more 
like showering with other people. That took a bit of getting used to, but in the end you were as bad as everyone else. The others were nearly all London lads  a rough old bunch, but a good bunch. You couldnt be a weakling among
them.


These new soldiers may have learned to live together but they had still not learned all the skills of the infantryman. Compared to the well-trained forces heading towards them the British soldiers were, in the most part, mere novices. That said, they
were not fools.


In the world of the tacticians and military theorist, of the generals and staff officers with their grandiose plans and years of experience, the views of novice soldiers like Bill Holmes were ridiculously simple. Such men did not understand the art of
war. And yet he was right when he pondered the wisdom of their positions on the Mont des Cats. Every German gunner could range his shells on to the hill. Every Luftwaffe pilot could spot the monastery or the windmill and unload his deadly cargo with
hardly a chance of missing. And every soldier of the Wehrmacht, from the lowliest private to the mightiest general, knew the British Army would occupy the hill.


As Holmes and his comrades in the 44th Division awaited the German assault on their positions, they had a brief moment to look back on all that had happened in the previous weeks. The British Army had been engaged in a valiant attempt to stall the
German advance. They had held hideously exposed positions on the riverbanks and canalsides that crisscrossed the low-lying fields of Belgium and northern France. As a review of the campaign commissioned by the War Office
later revealed, defensive positions on canals and rivers caused immense problems for the defenders: they could not patrol, did not hold the high ground, were unable to camouflage their positions competently and could not counterattack. All they could do
was dig trenches, blow bridges, fortify houses and pray they might hold off the rampaging force that had launched itself across the Low Countries.


Britains almost total lack of preparedness seemed reflected in the situation experienced at the Mont des Cats. Just a few short months earlier, this vast new army of regular soldiers, reservists, Territorials, new recruits and conscripts to the
British Army had laughed at their situation. Following the declaration of war, thousands of new soldiers had arrived at barrack rooms and drill halls across Britain only to be issued with uniforms, weapons and equipment that seemed like museum pieces.
Many had started their military careers in uniforms little changed since the last great conflict: boots that had been date-stamped 1920 and packed in grease for nearly twenty years; rifles that had last seen service in their fathers
hands back in the Great War; pisspot helmets; cloth puttees  all relics of some long forgotten era of warfare. As they stumbled across the parade grounds and agonized over polishing brasses, boots and buttons, they had taken some
comfort in the constant claims that war would last no more than a few months. All could laugh at ill-fitting uniforms and the caps that seemed to litter the parade ground every time the drill-sergeants shouted
instructions.


Yet there was a sober fact behind this comic spectacle. Following the Great War the British Army had been allowed to run down to a state in which it was hardly equipped for modern warfare. Only in 1932, after more than ten years of neglect, had the
government admitted that something needed to be done. Even so, it took two further years of talking before any real changes began to be made. As the British government discussed rearmament, its potential enemies had pushed forward with modernizing their
fighting forces. Even after rapid expansion and investment in the armies following the Munich crisis, the British Army had still been left lagging far behind its enemies. As Lord Gort, the commander of the BEF, wrote in a report about the territorial
units under his command: The standard of training is low and in my opinion, against a first-class enemy they are as yet fit only for static warfare. He was blunt in his assessment that they possessed little more than token
equipment.2


Gorts assessment was spot-on: one officer in an anti-aircraft unit recalled that after four years in the Territorial Army he had learned no more than basic drill and knot-tying. In one tank unit the crews were only allowed to attend lectures on
tank warfare after they had perfected sword drill. A War Office report of early 1939 had given a stark indication of the problems faced by the army:




The instruction is incompetent. The instructors almost without exception, lack general intelligence; they have learnt the lessons parrot fashion and can only teach in that fashion; they cannot answer
questions which are not in the drill book, and finally their method and speed of instruction is entirely ill-suited to their audience. They take in fact an hour to teach what their hearers can all fully grasp in five minutes . . . the system of training
throughout the TA seems to have been designed to suit the stupidest class of recruits i.e. the rural ploughman.3






There had been no more than a few short months of vigorous training to realign the mentality of the pre-war army and mould the expanding force into something fit for the modern battlefield. Despite the rigorous efforts that had taken place during 1939
 doubling the size of the Territorial Army, introducing new weapons and equipment and the induction of 200,000 men into the militia  it was easy for the men of this new army to realize that the nation was unprepared for war. Every man among
them had watched in awe as the weekly newsreels displayed the might of the German war machine  modern aircraft, column after column of vicious-looking tanks, row upon row of field artillery, deadly machine-guns, tracked troop-carrying vehicles and
unflinching belief in both the might and right of their cause  everything an army could need to guarantee victory.


Despite the visible might of the German Army there remained a dogged self-belief within Britains armed forces. After all, by the end of April 1940 there were 394,165 British soldiers in France, with more still on their way. More than 235,000
were in the main fighting force, over 17,000 were training in France to join the main force and nearly 80,000 were performing duties in the lines of communication. In addition there were also 9,000 men on their way to
join their units, over 2,500 unallocated soldiers and over 23,000 serving at various HQs. On paper, though small compared to the French Army, this seemed a formidable fighting force.


For almost a year the media had fed the public a diet of propaganda about how their troops would Hang out the washing on the Siegfried Line and myths about how the tanks they had seen on the German newsreels were actually made of
cardboard. Such stories had boosted public confidence, but by 1940 their light-hearted tone was no longer appropriate. Almost from the very moment the Germans had launched their assault on 10 May, the smile had been wiped from the collective face of the
British Army. As one NCO noted in his diary, his company went to war with just fifty rounds of ammunition per man, one box of hand grenades and only seven rounds for their Boyes anti-tank rifle. There was no longer anything humorous about being part of
an army that had gone to war in requisitioned delivery lorries and butchers vans that had been hastily repainted as machines of warfare.


Awaiting the assault at the Mont des Cats, Bill Holmes realized war was no longer a joke. Like all his comrades he had heard the tales of cardboard tanks and aircraft  hed even listened to lectures on them back at his barracks 
but now he knew the truth. They were real, made of steel and very, very dangerous.


Among the thousands of men who gathered on the Mont des Cats, or streamed back towards Dunkirk, there were few that had not shared a vicious introduction to war. At daybreak on 10 May the long-awaited German offensive
had begun, with the Luftwaffe striking at Allied airbases across northern France. At a quarter to six that morning the BEF received the official akrte from the French High Command and then half an hour later the British Headquarters issued the
immediate order to advance. The so-called Dyle Plan entailed a sixty-mile advance through Belgium to take up positions along a seventeen-mile section of the River Dyle between Wavre and Louvain. To their left the Belgian Army were to hold the line and to
their right it was the responsibility of the French. This was the moment of truth, the point at which they discovered whether all the propaganda had been no more than myth and whether their hurried training had been worthwhile. They were about to learn
the harsh truth behind the prophetic words of a report written by Lord Gort exactly one month before: The clash, when it comes, will be violent.4


Despite the violence sweeping the Low Countries, morale had remained high. Such confidence was openly expressed on 16 May when Lt-Colonel Chitty of the 4th Battalion Royal West Kent Regiment, like Bill Holmes regiment a part of the 44th Home
Counties Division, had issued the following message to his men: We are now on the eve of one of the great moments in the history of our Empire. The struggle will be hard and long but we can be confident of final victory.5 Yet for all the confident predictions expressed publicly by some officers, there were plenty among them who were less certain of what the future might bring.
Second-Lieutenant Peter Wagstaff, a young officer also serving in the 44th Division, as a platoon commander in the l/6th Battalion of the Queens Regiment, was certain Britain was not ready for war. He felt there was a smug complacency about
Britains belief it could wage war against the Germans. As a twenty-year-old Supplementary Reserve officer serving in a Territorial Army battalion, of whose officers only two were regular soldiers, he recognized the lack of awareness of modern
warfare displayed by so many in the British Army:




Our defensive position was dug on the same zig-zag lines of the First World War  I still remember the specifications that the parapets had to be so high  it was chaos. Do you realize I had a Lewis gun from First World
War in my platoon, instead of a Bren Gun? I think Im right in saying we had two wireless sets in the battalion. One to brigade HQ and brigade had two, one to battalion and one to division. For messages I was given a message book. If I wanted to
communicate with the platoon, or company, next door I wrote it down, gave it to my runner and said Off you go. Poor little bugger goes off and, if he didnt get shot on the way, the message would arrive. It was incredible! There was a
horrible foreboding. We didnt know what was going to hit us.






He later summed up the uncertainty of the period following the opening of the German offensive when he wrote of a great fear engulfing me and the realization of what exactly I had to face  I passed through an hour of complete dread and the realization of the responsibility entailed by those lives under my command and not knowing whether I would come through or not.6 He was not alone in
expressing anxiety for the future. On the same day that Lt-Colonel Chitty had told his men of his optimism for the outcome of the battles ahead, the French commander in chief was admitting to Churchill that his armies had no reserves and that,
effectively, all was lost.


Despite the depth of such feeling, in the days immediately following the opening of the German offensive there was little reason for the optimists to be doubted. As they had crossed the Belgian frontier on 12 May, the men of the 44th Division could
not fail to notice the enthusiastic flag-waving hordes that emerged to welcome them. Despite the welcome, there was a darker side to the experience, something that was noted by few but the officers whose job it was to make contact with the Belgian
authorities. It seemed they were not gripped by the same sense of defiance displayed by their people. Maybe they just knew too much about the reality of the situation, or maybe they were simply drained by the notion that their lands would once again
become the battleground of Europes great powers. Whatever their reason, one British intelligence officer noted how they were singularly uncooperative or caught completely with their trousers down.7 As one unit approached the border they were stopped by frontier guards who refused to allow them passage. The situation was resolved when a British lorry charged the barrier and the advance continued.


For the troops advancing through France and into Belgium, this scarred landscape offered a constant reminder of the vicious impact of war. The names of the places they passed through were chillingly familiar to them
all: Ypres, Cambrai, the Somme valley, Vimy, Mons  all locations infamous for their connection with the Great War. The ruins of homes and signs of hasty repairs had been a constant sight on their travels. Most ominously, they marched past the
innumerable cemeteries, shrines and memorials that had sprung up in the aftermath of war. As the men of 1940 slogged their way through the morning mist they appeared like ghosts of that earlier generation who had fallen in battle. When they looked at the
names of the dead and missing, few did not feel an eerie sense of disquiet. These were the fallen comrades of their own fathers. These were the names of young men who, just like themselves, had been called to the colours to fight the Germans.


Yet unlike their forebears, the new BEF would not halt the advancing enemy. It soon became clear the Dyle Plan had exposed the weakness of Allied planning. French thinking was submerged deep in the bunkers and tunnels of the Maginot Line. Whatever
Germany did the French believed the strength of their defences would prove sufficient. Such singular faith in static defence strangled any hope of innovation. With Frances obstinate belief in the infallibility of the Maginot Line, and Lord
Gorts British Expeditionary Force placed under command of the French, the British role, along with French and Belgian units, was to hold firm on the French flank.


The Allies had been further hampered by the Belgian government and its belief the Germans would respect its neutrality. As a result, Belgium had initially refused the British and French Armies permission to cross its
frontiers to take up positions along the German border. Their nave hopes had been cruelly dashed when the Germans punched across the frontier. Even with the British and French Armies coming to their aid, the Belgian forces had little hope of
holding out. All their major defensive positions were soon redundant as the Germans advanced. As a result, the British found themselves occupying not carefully considered and fortified positions, but hastily dug trenches. The Dyle Plan had envisaged the
Belgians holding out for long enough for them to fortify the line, something that had soon proved impossible. By the time most of the British units approached their intended positions the Belgian Army was already in retreat.


Furthermore, the River Dyle did not offer the ideal defensive position since it was little more than a wide stream, with heavily wooded banks, within a valley between 500 and 1,500 yards (4501,370 metres) wide. Added to that, the Germans
advanced to occupy the eastern banks, thus holding the high ridge that gave them a commanding view of the British positions. The folly of those who had planned the move into Belgium was not lost on the men of the BEF. They had laboured for months to
build comfortable dugouts and well-fortified positions across northern France. Yet these were abandoned to do battle in hastily scraped-out holes in the fields and canalsides of Belgium.


Despite the clear deficiencies in the plan, the morale in the British Army remained high. There was a self-belief that even in defeat seemed hard to extinguish. Bill Holmes and his comrades in the Sussex Regiment were
no different. As twenty-year-old Sid Seal, a pre-war Territorial and one of Holmes mates, explained: It was all a big adventure. It was our first time out of England. We were all in it together  all mates together. I knew all the
boys in the regiment. We were all enjoying it.


At first the situation for them and the rest of the 44th Division had been relatively safe, as they held reserve positions behind the intended front line. They had even found comfortable billets in a flax factory where the footsore infantrymen bedded
down for the night in the soft flax. In the days that followed the crossing of the Belgian border they had a gradual introduction to war. There had been patrols to carry out, trenches to dig and strongpoints to fortify. Yet there were soon ominous signs
of the reality of the situation on the Belgian front. Just four days after the opening of the German assault, patrols of the 4th Sussex encountered Belgian troops who had withdrawn from around Brussels. Three days later the same men found themselves sent
out to control the tide of refugees who had begun to crowd the roads, all desperate not to be caught up in the battles. It was not until eleven days after the opening of the offensive that they finally faced the reality of war. On 21 May they met troops
from the Royal West Kent Regiment who had been forced back from positions along the River Escaut. Attempts were also made to reconnoitre positions to the north but word came that the front ahead of them had collapsed, rendering the planned reconnaissance
futile. At 5 p.m. that day the battalion moved to the village of Anseghem where they came under artillery fire. The battalions first fatal casualties were Captain Watson and Private Hemmings. They may have been the
first, but they were certainly not the last. As the evening progressed no one bothered to keep any further record of where and when casualties were inflicted.


The refugees encountered by the troops soon became a constant reminder of the terrifying disruption and dislocation caused by war. Military Police who attempted to control the first waves noted how the first they encountered were wealthy Belgian and
Dutch refugees. These appeared with their cars, carrying mattresses, blankets, pillows and eiderdowns tied firmly to the roofs. Atop of the bedding were tied bicycles, prams and even childrens scooters. There was something resolutely bourgeois
about the people within, as they sat there dressed in their Sunday best with the car windows firmly shut despite the summer heat.


The following day they watched as more refugees arrived. First came the young people who had cycled ahead of the Germans, desperate to reach safety. Next came the most forlorn of all those who had left their homes. There were weary pensioners pushing
handcarts, and mothers pushing prams loaded with both babies and family heirlooms. The roads were clogged with farm carts pulled by broad Flemish horses, all loaded high with household goods. There were ancient buses, crammed with refugees and their
luggage, whose engines wheezed as they struggled to transport their loads. In the town of Avesnes British soldiers were shocked when the strangest of all refugee vehicles appeared. It was the lumbering hulk of a steamroller. Pulled behind it were two large farm carts carrying around thirty people. Behind that were two cows, tied to the wagons by rope.


In some towns and villages the soldiers watched as the pitiful columns arrived. As they passed through, their numbers were swelled by locals who decided they too should join the rush to escape to safety. Once the columns had departed, the local
tradesmen finally shut up shop and joined the exodus.


Although many of the refugees came from rural communities, there were few animals among them. There were the ever-present horses pulling carts, and a few dogs trotting faithfully beside their masters, but little else. Some families had birdcages tied
to the top of their possessions but most pets had been left behind. Everywhere, farm animals stood dejectedly in their pens, as if expecting to be let out into the fields. Livestock seemed to stare at the retreating soldiers, their eyes pleading for the
feed their owners had neglected to leave for them. Dogs barked desperately for food as they strained at the chains that restricted their movements and prevented their joining the hordes fleeing the front. The most wretched among the animals were executed
by retreating soldiers unable to endure the miserable sight of the abandoned creatures starving to death.


For the refugees, there was a sense of hopelessness and confusion. They had left their homes far behind them but had no idea when they might reach safety. Exhausted people collapsed at the roadsides and burst into tears. Babies screamed, children
cried and mothers wept  but everyone kept moving westwards. When asked where they were going, the people simply shrugged their shoulders and kept shuffling aimlessly towards the horizon.


The true nature of warfare was most brutally exposed, not by the sad sight of civilians trudging away from the front lines, but by the carnage inflicted upon them by the Luftwaffe. The sight of German fighters and bombers sweeping down to attack
refugee columns became a regular feature of the retreat. Many soldiers avoided any contact with the slow-moving columns that were such an easy target. Instead they hurried past them or took detours across fields. Some among the troops experienced a
strange sense of calm as they sheltered beneath trees and watched as the exposed refugees were attacked by German warplanes.


For Bill Holmes, his introduction to war came when the enemy bombed a bridge across the Albert Canal:




The noise was terrifying. It was hell. The Stukas came right down at us. It was the first time I was really shaken. The planes blew up the bridge along with all the refugees who were on it. That horrified me, it was a terrible thing
to see. There were women pushing prams along and they were all blown up. We saw bits and pieces of bodies everywhere. It really takes a toll on you. Especially when its the bodies of little kiddies. It was something you cant forget 
people really are worse than animals.






For all the horrors and hardship he endured in the days, then years, that followed, this one image haunted Holmes for the rest of his life.


Despite the horrors, the soldiers had no choice but to keep moving. One observer attempted to explain why he was able to watch the slaughter of civilians without being troubled by the scenes: It was not that we
were callous, we were not horrified nor indignant, it simply was we were disinterested . . . Did we feel it and know it? We could not. We were living in a continuous present and our consciousness was not registering.


Amid the crowds fleeing westwards were gangs of French, Belgian and Dutch soldiers. Some were disciplined, still fully armed and carrying their kit. Dutch soldiers on bicycles weaved in and out of the marching throng. Belgian recruits  called
up when their homeland was invaded and who had been issued nothing more than a scarlet army blanket  appeared in the confusion, uncertain of where they should go or what their role was supposed to be. One gang of Belgian recruits told British MPs
they had been ordered to cycle to the French town of Albert to report, little knowing the town would be in German hands long before they arrived. While they pedalled away, eager to receive arms and uniforms, ready to defend their homeland, others simply
sat around in town squares as if waiting for someone  anyone  to tell them what to do. At Boulogne 1,800 unarmed sixteen-year-old Belgian Army recruits turned up and requested they be immediately shipped to England to be trained. When one
British NCO watched as his men passed a gang of dispirited French soldiers, he decided to demonstrate that his own men were not yet beaten. The Frenchmen were leaderless, unshaven and had abandoned their weapons. With a precision born of years on the parade ground, the NCO called his men to fall in and march in step, showing their allies how soldiers should behave.


Yet such displays were futile. No amount of parade-ground precision could stop the rout. Such was the clamour to flee the advancing Germans that families upped and left their homes at a moments notice. British soldiers found themselves entering
abandoned houses, with the tables laid for breakfast and the food still warm. It was as if the population of whole villages had become invisible. Yet the truth was simpler  they had joined the flight westwards without pausing to think of what
might happen. One group of retreating soldiers were asked by some Belgian women to show them how to drive the family car  their brother was the only one with experience of driving but he had left to join the army. After a few brief moments of
instruction the women drove away, the gears straining as they endeavoured to flee as fast as possible.


The story was the same across the front. The British attempted to hold their positions but could do little to stem the advance of the enemy. At Audenarde on 19 May, the 4th Battalion of the Royal West Kent Regiment had been ordered to make a stand,
something they had done with great success. For two days they held out against an enemy assault that had begun with thirty bombs dropped on their positions, inflicting twenty casualties. In the action that had followed, the West Kents stunned the enemy
with a perfectly coordinated counterattack. First the British mortars had struck the enemy positions, then swift attacks had come in from Bren carriers, pouring fire at the German flanks, targeting troops who had fled the
mortaring. After each attack the carriers swiftly withdrew then struck again at a different position. By the time the enemy replied with mortar fire the carriers were long gone, their crews already drinking beer outside a cafe to celebrate their bluff.
Despite the valiant efforts of units such as the West Kents, there was little they could do to stem the advance and they eventually withdrew, joining in the retreat with a twenty-mile overnight march.


There were plenty of heroic encounters that brought the Germans to a halt, but these were not enough to prevent collapse across the whole front. Hundreds of men were sacrificed in engagements that became futile when officers discovered that
neighbouring units had retreated, leaving their flanks exposed. When the troops saw their allies, the Belgians or the French, withdrawing in such a manner it was the source of immense distrust. The growing sense of disharmony between the Allies would
continue in the weeks that followed, with all sides accusing each other of betrayal.


Unknown to the soldiers fighting in the north, theirs was not the only battle being fought. The advance to the River Dyle was further revealed as a folly as the Germans had surged through the Ardennes and punched through the French positions. By 13
May advanced parties had crossed the River Meuse near Sedan. The next day a full attack went in along the Meuse, preceded by a vicious aerial assault on the French defenders. This was the move that determined the entire campaign. With the British only
making initial contact with the enemy at the Dyle, they were already threatened from the rear. Led by General von Rundstedts Army Group A, the German forces swung northwards, along the Somme valley and towards the
Channel, thus potentially trapping the British and French Armies with their backs to the sea.


The unfolding chaos of the drama facing the British became clear to one Royal Artillery officer, Lieutenant Tony Hibbert, as he moved his battery into a hillside position ready to face the enemy outside Armentires, where he expected an attack
from the north-east:




It was pure chaos. I went to the top of the hill and found a battery of guns on the other slope of the hill facing the other way. I knew the chap, Id trained at Woolwich with him. I pointed north-east and said, Nice to
see you, but just in case it has slipped your attention the Boche are that way. He replied, I know, but just in case it has slipped your attention, if you happen to look through your binoculars in the other direction youll see a
column of dust. It was a lovely clear day and I could see it about three or four miles away. He said, That is the head of an armoured column that is zapping along this road and will soon be in range. He asked for my help and I
offered the assistance of my guns, which were ack-ack guns that were able to fire anti-tank rounds. He replied, My dear boy, The very thing! Do come and join us.






But by the time Hibbert had returned to his guns the order had already come through to retreat to form the perimeter at Dunkirk, where his guns continued to engage the enemy until their ammunition was exhausted.


Caught between the twin pincers of the blitzkrieg, and trapped amid the crowds of refugees, the British had little choice but to fall back into an ever-shrinking pocket. At first the fall back through Belgium had been intended to strengthen the line,
hoping that by ensuring a balance between the British, French and Belgian forces their defences could hold. Yet, as each day passed, it became more obvious that something had to be done to prevent the enemy reaching the sea and trapping the BEF.


Day by day the troops fought vicious engagements, falling back by night to occupy the next defensive line. Each day the British withdrew proud in the knowledge that at no point had the enemy broken the British line. Thus the troops, unaware of the
danger of being cut off by the enemys advance to the south, were uncertain why they were falling back. Between 16 and 19 May the BEF withdrew, first from the Dyle to the Senne, then to the River Dendre, then to the Escaut Line. At every canal and
riverbank the troops fought rearguard actions to give the engineers long enough to demolish bridges; at Audenarde just six pioneers were ordered to hold a one-mile front. Many among the retreating men noticed how every bridge they seemed to cross had a
representative of the Royal Engineers standing at the roadside awaiting the opportunity to blow the bridge once the majority of the Allied forces had crossed.


Surrounded by their exhausted comrades, the troops faced an almost constant struggle to keep moving. In the dark days of the retreat, physical strength, and indeed the mental will to keep marching, had an impact upon
so many among them. Each step strained their last reserves of energy. Men stumbled from the roads and collapsed into ditches. Sleeping men somehow managed to summon up enough strength to remain upright and kept dragging one foot in front of the other.
Like automatons, they kept shuffling along the roads to an unknown destination. All that mattered was that they were still alive  the lack of water assaulted their throats, the desire for hot food aggravated their bellies  but every step
westwards was a step nearer home and safety.


If marching taxed their dwindling reserves of energy, then to halt and have to prepare defensive positions only deepened their misery. The experiences of the 2nd Battalion of the Gloucestershire Regiment reflected the experiences of thousands of
retreating soldiers. In one day they marched thirty miles, much of the time wearing gas masks, the result of unfounded rumours about imminent chemical attacks. Despite the heat of the summer sun they had marched onwards, the sweat collecting inside the
rubber of their masks. The dust they kicked up from the roads as they marched further heightened their sense of despondency when the battalions exhausted anti-tank gunners mistakenly shot-up two British tanks. As the battalions adjutant
later wrote, the men were drunk from lack of sleep.8 But if the Gloucesters were exhausted, the effects of the weather, constant marching, lack of hot food and shortage of sleep had an
even greater effect on their officers whose responsibilities prevented them taking proper rest: To stop moving: to sit down was to sleep at once. To obey an order was simple, to have to give one was torture to the
brain. The desire for sleep predominated all others.9 At one briefing of three officers it was found that none had been awake all the time. Eventually the meeting was abandoned when the
adjutant had fallen asleep for the fourth time. At another briefing officers arrived, saluted the CO, then immediately sank to the floor and fell asleep. Once all the officers were slumbering, a liaison officer was forced to wake them. Eventually the RSM
placed an upturned bayonet into his belt. His logic was simple: if he fell asleep, his head would slump forward, then the bayonet would prick him and cause him to awaken.


Despite such deprivations, the BEF had slogged onwards, seldom more than one step ahead of the enemy. As they retreated, the troops were struck by the contrast between their advance into Belgium to meet the enemy and the disarray that now surrounded
them. One unit had engaged the enemy for a total of thirty-six hours and then marched for twenty-seven hours, covering forty miles. The men of another battalion recalled stopping during the march into Belgium to change their socks and have their feet
powdered. As they fell back there was no time for such niceties. Instead they had to scrounge socks and towels from a nearby convent and slumped down to sleep on grass verges as they waited for the endless columns of refugees to pass. Such was their
exhaustion that their commanding officer was rendered speechless by exhaustion before finally collapsing. Weighed down by their weapons and equipment, some dumped their arms in the battalion carriers alongside the
carcasses of pigs and chicken that had been taken from abandoned farms. Failing to carry their weapons was against all orders  they should always have remained ready to fight  but these were men approaching the limit of their physical
endurance.


Nature itself seemed to be working against them. In the mornings they awoke to the sun rising in the east, obscuring the days first movements by the enemy. For the rest of the day the summer sun scorched them, soaking their already dirty and
stinking uniforms with sweat, while the heat assaulted throats parched by the clouds of dust kicked up from beneath their weary feet. On days when the sun failed to shine, the heavens opened and rain soaked the marching men. Their blistered feet
squelched in sodden boots and the musty aroma of dirty, sodden clothes arose to suppress the stench of unwashed bodies. At the end of each day nature taunted the men marching westwards. As they looked towards the horizon they could see the sun setting
far in the distance, mocking them as it signalled the seeming impossibility of ever reaching the end of their journey.


This interaction with nature was experienced by many among the troops. There were brief interludes where the beauty of the early summer landscape was heightened by the juxtaposition between war and nature. Living in hedgerows and on riverbanks, the
soldiers were drawn briefly into the natural world. Peter Wagstaff, of the l/6th Battalion Queens Regiment, later wrote of a night awaiting the inevitable enemy assault: Over the river hung a thin pall of mist which had spread over the
meadows in front of our battle positions, there the cattle waded almost belly deep, as if in some stream. There must have been half a dozen nightingales, all singing their heads off oblivious to the rattle of machine-gun
and small-arms fire. What a fantastic world it was  nature could not have been lovelier and the face of man more brutal.10


Yet such scenes were soon eclipsed by the reality of their situation. It was not just the vast columns of refugees and retreating infantrymen that clogged the roads. Thousands of military vehicles also joined the retreat. With few Military Police to
organize the columns, units became mixed up in the traffic jams. As drivers became increasingly exhausted, the usual convoy discipline was abandoned. All that mattered was to keep moving. Crowds of tired soldiers seemed to hang from anything with wheels
and an engine. Alongside the overcrowded vans, trucks and lorries, moved soldiers pushing their kit in wheelbarrows. Every village seemed to have hastily constructed roadblocks that were little more than farm carts and barrels piled in the roads, then
abandoned. If they could be dismantled by an exhausted army in retreat, they would surely prove no barrier to the headlong advance of the German Army.


As lorries carrying men of the Gloucestershire Regiment became bunched up in a traffic jam, they were the ideal target for enemy fighters roaming the skies in search of prey. As the weary troops slumbered under the canvas of the trucks, nine
Messerschmitt fighters swooped upon them: Approaching from the rear in threes, they first bombed then machine-gunned the column. Wheeling, they repeated the attack without bombing, once from the front and once from the rear, flying very low in each attack. Stunned by the speed of the attack, numbed and sleep-sodden, the troops struggled to dismount and find cover. The tarpaulins covering the trucks made escape difficult, trapping some unfortunate souls within.
Nothing could be done to save the wounded trapped within the burning lorries. Of the five that received direct hits, two were carrying troops, one was carrying the cooks equipment and one contained stores. The final vehicle was loaded with the
battalions spare ammunition. As the ordnance ignited it became too dangerous to approach the flaming vehicles, sealing the fate of those trapped within. Once the fighters had flown off in search of more prey, the Gloucesters assessed the human
cost of the tragedy. Around one in seven of the battalions total strength  104 soldiers  were killed, wounded or missing.


The impact of aerial attacks was obvious to the retreating British Army, nor was the lesson lost on the Royal Air Force. In a desperate attempt to stall the enemy advance, the RAF threw its bombers into action. They targeted bridges and railways
across northern Germany and the Low Countries, hoping the damage they inflicted might win a breathing space for the hard-pressed army. Their valiant efforts cost the lives of many of the crews. In one afternoon the RAF sent seventy-one bombers against
enemy targets; just forty returned to their bases  a loss of 56 per cent.


If the dive bombing of the clogged roads was not enough, the Allied forces had to contend with the constant attention of the highly mobile enemy reconnaissance units whose motorcycle patrols often followed just in the wake of the retreating forces,
and who engaged the British with terrifying mortar attacks and deadly sniper fire almost as soon as they attempted to form defensive positions. The Allies also had to contend with fifth columnists. These
were the German agents and spies whose job was to help sow confusion across the Allied front and in the rear areas. Long hours were wasted on fruitless sweeps through woodland, searching for non-existent spies and firing nervously into the shadows. At
Boulogne officers reported how the rumours of fifth columnists created an atmosphere of distrust and tension.


Despite the impact these rumours had on morale, the real significance of the fifth columnists was in the front lines. During the siege of Calais there were numerous reports of snipers infiltrating into the town. One officer even reported a priest
working as an artillery spotter from a church tower. Bob Davies recalled the fears: There were eight of us put on a roadblock to check out the refugees. But how in the hell do you check out hundreds and hundreds of people, all pushing wheelbarrows
and handcarts piled up with their belongings? For all we knew there could have been Germans among them. Without doubt some Germans did find their way through the roadblocks, as Davies later found out: We realized we were being shot at from
this row of old houses fifty yards away. We looked back and saw three or four French soldiers. They went into one of the houses and pulled a woman out. She had been hiding in the roof and firing at us. They belted the living daylights out of her and then
carted her off.


In similar incidents, soldiers of the 48th Division even reported refugees pulling out weapons and attacking their positions. Although these were very real examples of the fifth columnists attacking
Allied troops, there were plenty of other incidents where the truth was uncertain. Rumours had spread that the spies and saboteurs might be dressed as priests or nuns, resulting in many innocents being interrogated to determine their true identity. For
those suspected of being spies, justice was rapid. When the Tyneside Scottish captured a German spy he was interrogated. Then, with no need for an investigation or trial, he was swiftly executed by a Sergeant Chambers.


The scenes of















































































































































































The Round Up





























































































































































































































































































































The Fight Goes On
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