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    Introduction



    When Adolf Hitler took power in 1933, Winston Churchill
    remarked, “Thank God for the French Army.” Churchill and many others as
    well believed that the French military, relying upon the strength of the
    highly regarded Maginot Line which had established fortifications along the
border with Germany, would be able to prevent the Germans from     returning to their conquering habits of the past.



    But 1940 told a different tale, and after Hitler launched his blitzkrieg on
    May 10, Paris had fallen by June 14, joining Poland, Belgium, the
    Netherlands and Luxembourg as the nations which had already been defeated
by the forces of the Third Reich. As German forces encircled the     trapped British Expeditionary Force in
    France, it looked as though the Nazi
    regime would quickly conquer the Allies. The British, along with remnants
    of the French and Belgian forces, fought desperately, knowing that they had
    no hope of winning. Their goal was to make their way to Dunkirk and from
    there, evacuate to safety across the English Channel.



As the Allies were beaten back to the port at Dunkirk, the British faced a life-and-death dilemma.     Annihilation seemed certain and imminent. Then, for
    reasons that historians have still not figured out, Hitler
    issued a Halt Order on the attack, giving the Allies the breathing room
    that they desperately needed. The British War Office sent out notice to the
    British public that seafaring vessels were needed to
    rescue the soldiers. And the Brits responded, crossing the
    English Channel in everything from ferries to fishing boats to yachts as
    the skies over Dunkirk were alight with flames from the 
bombing. While the Luftwaffe attacked from the skies, the     “Little Ships” made their way to the beaches, picking up
    troops patiently waiting in line in water up to their shoulders. The War
    Office hoped that the civilian fleet would be able to rescue 50,000
soldiers, but in a heroic feat of daring and endurance, over 300,000 troops were brought safely to British shores.     



    For the British, living on an island meant coming to terms with the water
    that surrounded them. Naval power would play an important role in the
    world-wide war that erupted across the continents beginning in 1939. But if
    not for the seafaring skills and courage of ordinary British citizens who
    were called upon to rescue their trapped soldiers at the port of Dunkirk,
    naval power would have counted for naught. The patriotic response of the
    British civilians who took their boats to the water in response to their
    country’s call did not signify a victory, as Prime Minister Winston
    Churchill pointed out when he said that wars are not won by evacuations.
    But it provided to be a badly needed morale boost for a nation that was
    about to face, on their own, the Battle of Britain and the fury of the Nazi
    military.



    Hitler unleashed months of air raids against the country.
    In response, the British demonstrated what was termed the “Dunkirk spirit,”
    as they endured the destruction, the bombing, and the ever-present fear
that they were on their own against a terrible, powerful enemy.     The unity of the British people in the face of adversity
evokes a time and a mood that seems to be absent in our modern world. In     a time when heroes seem to be in short supply, and
    division seems to be all too common among citizens of the same nation, it’s
heartening to look back upon a time of grave danger and recall that     ordinary people can do extraordinary things when the need
    arises.



Conclusion


The Dunkirk Spirit



    “The Miracle at Dunkirk.”



    —Walter Matthews, Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral



    Winston Churchill would soon remind his people that an evacuation was not a
    victory, and that was a correct assessment. But the miracle at Dunkirk
    restored to the British people their faith that they could overcome trials
    and tribulations and emerge victoriously. The success of the evacuation
    also affected the morale of the German soldiers. Elizabeth Haden-Guest, who
    was a captive of the Gestapo in the early years of the war, recalled that
    the Germans were terrified that they would be ordered to invade Great
    Britain. During her captivity, German officers and soldiers told her that
    Dunkirk was the worst thing they had endured. “Wherever you found a dead
    Tommy, there was one of ours next to him. If we are ordered to invade
    England, none of us will ever come back alive.”



    But even if British morale was surging, the losses at Dunkirk were
    significant. The military equipment that the soldiers used could not be
    evacuated. The soldiers left behind 45,000 cars and trucks, 20,000
    motorcycles, 11,000 machine guns, 880 field guns, 850 anti-tank guns,
    nearly 700 tanks, 500 anti-aircraft guns, 310 large caliber guns, enormous
    supplies of ammunition—in other words, enough equipment to supply eight to
    ten divisions. In England, there was only enough equipment to supply two
    divisions; it would take months for re-supplying to be effective.



    New equipment that was to be introduced had to be put on pause while the
    lost items were re-supplied, a process that would take months. Because the
    British war effort was not ready when war broke out in 1939, it had not
    been able to meet the War Office requirement to equip 55 divisions as soon
    as possible. It had managed to catch up; by June 1940, the nation’s
    industries had switched to war production, doubling what had been produced
    during the first six months of the war.



    Standing alone, its military resources depleted, Great Britain could hardly
    have been in worse shape for what was next. On July 16, Hitler outlined a
    plan for the invasion of Great Britain, an amphibious assault which
    depended upon the Luftwaffe gaining control of the air in order to nullify
    the strength of the British Navy. Göring, who had predicted that his
    Luftwaffe would easily defeat the British at Dunkirk, developed a plan for
    German aircraft to destroy the British Air Force so that the invasion could
    take place.



    Pragmatic Winston Churchill reminded his nation that wars are not won by
    evacuations. “We must be very careful,” he said in a speech before the
    House of Commons, “not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a
    victory.” But, he went on, there had been a victory inside the deliverance,
    and that victory was gained by the air force.



    Aware that Hitler planned to invade Great Britain, Churchill’s scorn was
    stirring. “We are told that Herr Hitler has a plan for invading the British
    Isles. This has often been thought of before . . . 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, and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this island or
    a large part of it were subjugated and starving, then our Empire beyond the
    seas, armed and guarded by the British fleet, would carry on the struggle,
    until, in God’s good time, the New World, with all its power and might,
    steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old.”



    The British Isles were not subjugated. The New World did step in to the
    rescue. Germany was defeated, not without travail and hardship, and World
    War II ended.



In 2015, veterans of the Dunkirk evacuation gathered to commemorate the 75    th anniversary of the miracle. A 94-year-old veteran recalled
    that period when he was a young soldier who had to march 120 miles to the
    beach where he found a rowboat that delivered him to a naval ship. He said:
    “I didn’t come here because I was feeling I had to come because of myself,
    it was for the chaps that I was with. It was fate. I don’t know how I
    escaped. It was a miracle, and today I really don’t believe I am here.”



The story of Dunkirk was a natural for Hollywood films. In 2017, the film    Dunkirk premiered and went on to earn $525 million, making it the
    highest-grossing World War II film ever. The film had minimal dialogue, yet
    it proved to be a popular film with audiences. According to historian
    Christopher Kelly, that popularity stems in part from the unity that the
    film reveals. “Prior to Dunkirk, Britain remained a divided nation. Many
    Britons were unsure what to make of the Phoney War or ‘Sitzkrieg’ that
    endured from the fall of Warsaw in September 1939 until the invasion of
    France and the Low Countries in May of 1940. Dunkirk brought Britain
    together in much the same way that Pearl Harbor brought Americans
    together.” He also credits the human interest aspect of the role reversal.
    Although it’s the job of the military to protect the civilian population,
    the evacuation of Dunkirk spurred the ordinary people of Great Britain to
    risk danger in order to rescue their soldiers. Through the medium of film,
    modern-day viewers can look back upon a time when people were united
    against a common foe, one that was easily identified.



    Movies like Dunkirk have the power to evoke a sense of recognition
    with historical events that happened long ago. Mrs. Miniver, a
    1942 drama, told the story of Great Britain’s war effort as it affected the
    life of a British family. The film, which won six Academy Awards, is number
    40 on the list of the American Film Institute’s most inspirational films
    ever made and in 2009, the Library of Congress named the film to the
    National Film Registry, guaranteeing that its merit means it will be
    preserved.



    From their participation in the Dunkirk evacuation to the Battle of
    Britain, the Minivers represent the civilians of Britain who do their part
    to preserve their way of life, suffering as civilians always do in times of
    war. At the funeral of the Miniver daughter-in-law who dies during an air
    raid, the vicar explains the inexplicability of death. “Because this is not
    only a war of soldiers in uniform. It is the war of the people, of all the
    people. And it must be fought not only on the battlefield but in the cities
    and in the villages, in the factories and on the farms, in the home and in
    the heart of every man, woman and child who loves freedom. Well, we have
    buried our dead, but we shall not forget them. Instead they will inspire us
    with an unbreakable determination to free ourselves, and those who come
    after us, from the tyranny and terror that threaten to strike us down. This
    is the People’s War. It is our war. We are the fighters. Fight it then.
    Fight it with all that is in us. And may God defend the right.”



    The evacuation at Dunkirk and the dramatic rescue of fighting men by the
    unremarkable civilians who responded to the War Office’s request with an
    instinctive sense of duty revealed the depth of bravery that the British
    would display as they faced Hitler’s onslaught of military might.



    A year after the evacuation at Dunkirk, on July 11, 1941, Sir John
    Wardlaw-Milne delivered a speech to Parliament. His topic was working
    conditions among British factory employees, specifically the seven-day work
    week that the laborers were subjected to, not the evacuation. But when he
    said, “We could not expect the workers to continue indefinitely working in
    the Dunkirk spirit,” he coined the phrase that has come to define what the
    evacuation symbolized. Great Britain, against all odds, had rescued its
    army and had outlasted Hitler in the Battle of Britain. The country had not
    allowed itself to be cowed by the Nazi menace and it had not broken under
    the threat of annihilation. Having accomplished what could rightfully be
    regarded as an impossible feat, the British people were imbued with a
    conviction that they could, even if they were the only nation left to
    combat the Germans, endure. Churchill’s oratory provided the text for the
    Dunkirk spirit that the British people exhibited, but in the end, the war
    would be won not with words and not with evacuations. But it would be won.


