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For my father, a child of the Blitz.


Author’s Preface

On the night of May 8, 1945, Winston Churchill stood on a balcony overlooking Whitehall and addressed the crowd below. Britain and her allies had just secured victory over the Nazis in Europe and Churchill spoke briefly of the continuing war in the Far East. Before long, however, he began speaking of an earlier period of the war; a period experienced by every member of the crowd; a period when Britain stood on the brink of defeat. As he looked down at his fellow citizens, Churchill declared:

We were left all alone against the most tremendous military power that has been seen. We were all alone for a whole year. There we stood, alone. Did anyone want to give in? Were we down-hearted? The lights went out and the bombs came down. But every man, woman and child in the country had no thought of quitting the struggle. So we came back after long months from the jaws of death, out of the mouth of hell, while all the world wondered.

Churchill was speaking of the period which began in early summer 1940 with the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk. A German invasion was expected and as the summer drew on, British civilians watched the Battle of Britain playing out in the skies above their heads. The Battle of Britain gave way to the Blitz which transformed the same civilians into front line soldiers. In the face of enormous odds, Britain survived – and she did so without assistance from the Soviet Union, and only limited assistance from Europe and the United States. She had truly fought a battle for Britain.

This was a period during which the British people experienced much that was new. They were not accustomed to fearing for their liberty or independence. They could never have imagined a relentless aerial bombardment on the scale of the Blitz. Nor had they experienced the social integration brought about by the shared struggle. The story of this extraordinary, intense period is told in this book by the men, women and children who were there.

When great events are viewed through the eyes of the participants, the events are no longer made up of dry fact and statistical detail. They are returned to the human level. Nor are they simplified to suit a historian’s thesis. Life, after all, is rarely black and white. Memories and interpretations differ. In a criminal trial, truthful witnesses to the same event will give varying accounts. In the following pages, you will read some accounts that complement each other, some that vary and a few which are baldly contradictory. In other words, real life will be placed before you.

I have attempted to structure the accounts into a narrative which tells the story of the period. The interviewees are of all ages, both sexes and many nationalities. They are predominantly British – as one might expect – but there are many German accounts, particularly relating to the Battle of Britain and there are interviewees from India, Jamaica, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, the United States and Poland amongst others. The stories range across the emotions. They are funny, joyful, angry and tragic. They are commonplace and bizarre. They tell of fear, courage, hatred and forgiveness. William Strachan’s story of attempting to reach Britain from Jamaica in order to fight for the ‘mother country’, will first amuse you and then anger you. Ballard Berkeley’s account of the bombing of the Café de Paris nightclub paints a picture of chilling clarity. Cyril Bamberger will teach you – patiently – how to fly a Spitfire.

Many of the individuals who feature in this book are no longer with us. As I write these words, I see that George ‘Grumpy’ Unwin has just passed away. In the pages that follow, you will encounter men and women, now gone, recalling their days as vital and passionate people in the prime of life. We owe a great debt to these pilots, firemen, WAAFs, bomb disposal men, air raid wardens, Home Guards, ambulance drivers, soldiers, civilians and others besides. Many of their contemporaries did not survive their youth. As Churchill drew his speech to a close on that night in May 1945, he remembered their sacrifice:

I say that in the long years to come not only will the people of this island but of the world, wherever the bird of freedom chirps in human hearts, look back to what we’ve done and they will say ‘Do not despair, do not yield to violence and tyranny, march straightforward and die if need be – unconquered.’

Read these stories, look back to what they did and reach your own conclusions.

Joshua Levine, July 2006
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Introduction
by Peter Ackroyd

It was a night without precedent in London’s history. As darkness began to fall on September 7, 1940, the German air force commenced its attack upon London. Six hundred bombers, coming over from Europe in great waves, began an assault upon east London. A great fire storm erupted over Woolwich, Millwall, Beckton, Limehouse and Rotherhithe, signalling a first offensive that would last for a further three months. But that was only the beginning of what became known as ‘The Blitz’. This book is in part a history of that fiery and bloody period. But it is not a history in the familiar sense. It is not an objective and impersonal report of the fatal bombings. It is a narrative told by the survivors themselves, the authentic and unforgettable accounts of those who lived through the slaughter and the mayhem. Listening to these voices, it is possible to hear again the sounds of these dreadful assaults – the screaming of the sirens, the drone of the planes overhead, the ‘ack ack’ of the anti-aircraft guns, the sound of the bombs rising in pitch as they come ever lower.

And then, in the memorable words of one of the contributors here, there came the silence. ‘It was the most extraordinary thing,’ he recalls. ‘Everything stopped and there was complete and utter silence. It was so quiet, it was unbelievable.’ After that the participants were thrown into hell. Adults and children died of shock. Limbs were torn off, and bodies torn apart. One young woman was taken on a stretcher – ‘the whole of her back had been taken off – her kidneys were exposed’. Faces were blown away. Many of the wounded were given morphine and then left to die. There are many reports here of decapitations, with the heads rolling on the pavements like ‘woolly footballs’. The people were drowned or burned or blasted. One father was shown the body of his dead son, its head missing. ‘He looked down, bent over and stroked the body. ‘So that’s how you went, Jimmy?’ he said. Then he shook the hand of the stretcher bearer, and thanked him for a cup of tea he had been given.

It is impossible to read these reports of the eye-witnesses without pain. These are the voices that go beyond the histories and the biographies of the period. This is raw unmediated suffering that does not abate over the years. These witnesses are more powerful than any drama, more convincing than any fiction. The chaos, the fire and the destruction killed more people than was ever known or guessed at the time. There were dropped incendiary bombs, high explosive bombs, and landmines. There was even talk of a ‘great bomb’ that would destroy London altogether. There was an imminent sense of apocalypse, accompanied by the experience of living day by day in an increasingly shattered and demoralised city. There were attacks upon other cities – Hull, Coventry, Manchester and Liverpool are all recalled here – but at the time it seemed to Londoners to be a war against the capital itself.

So these are sighs from hell. But of course there is another aspect recalled by these voices. It lies in the courage and vivacity of the Londoners themselves, grave in the face of peril and resilient in the face of calamity. There is an unforgettable account of a prostitute coming up from Piccadilly who, as the incendiary bombs came down, put up her umbrella and began to sing ‘I’m singing in the rain’. There were occasions of great heroism, too, when at the risk of their own lives rescuers would take up the injured and the dying. Their accounts are some of the most moving in the book.

The same bravery and stamina were amply exhibited by the combatants themselves. There are many other ‘forgotten’ voices included here, the voices of those who participated in the exodus from Dunkirk and in that giant contest of the skies which became known as ‘the Battle of Britain’. This is still living history, a straightforward narrative told directly by the participants themselves.

The war changed everything. It changed London. It changed English society. It changed the political culture of the country. For those who lived through this giant transition it was a time of terror and of turmoil. Yet the testimonies here are proof of something more enduring than war and destruction. Anyone who wishes to learn about human courage, and human endurance, should read this book.

Peter Ackroyd


Part One

DUNKIRK AND
THE THREAT OF
INVASION



 

In the early summer of 1940, Britain, her Empire and her Commonwealth stood alone against Germany. Her European allies had surrendered in quick succession and her army had barely escaped annihilation on the beaches of northern France. Her people were about to become front-line soldiers in the struggle to resist Adolf Hitler.

No nation had yet successfully resisted Hitler. In the years leading to the declaration of war, his armies had re-occupied the Rhineland and taken possession of Austria, the Sudetenland, Czechoslovakia and Poland. Britain, in common with other nations, had placed few obstacles in his path. The government of the day had lived through the horror of one war and had no desire to provoke another. Certain individuals, however, spoke out against appeasement. ‘Only a few hours away by air,’ said Winston Churchill in a wireless broadcast, ‘there dwell a nation of nearly seventy millions of the most educated, industrious, scientific, disciplined people in the world, who are being taught from childhood to think of war as a glorious exercise and death in battle as the noblest fate for man.’

On the morning of September 3, 1939, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced that his nation was at war with Germany. His policy of appeasement had run its course but by forcing Hitler to the negotiating table, he had at least delayed the inevitable war and given Britain time to rearm. On September 9, a British Expeditionary Force of four infantry divisions sailed for France. Several months of artificial calm followed – a period which became known as the Phoney War. The calm was broken on April 9, 1940 when Hitler invaded Denmark and Norway. The British army mounted a disorganised, ill-fated campaign to liberate Norway and the consequent debate in the House of Commons led to Chamberlain’s resignation.

On May 10, 1940, Winston Churchill replaced Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister and on the same day, Germany invaded Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg. Despite fairly even troop numbers, the Germans quickly won a resounding strategic victory over the Allies. As the Wehrmacht began to move through the Low Countries, Allied forces, including the British Expeditionary Force, were sent across the Belgian border to counter the advance. The real threat, however, proved to be further south. Hitler’s Panzer tank divisions thundered through the supposedly impenetrable Ardennes area, bypassing the Maginot Line – the defences constructed by the French along their border with Germany. The speed, aggression and location of this blitzkrieg astonished the Allies. Holland surrendered on May 15, the same day that Reynaud, the French premier, informed Churchill that the German army was pouring into France. Five days later, the Germans had reached the French coast.

Lord Gort, the commander-in-chief of the British Expeditionary Force, began withdrawing British troops – many of whom had yet to fire a shot – to the coast. On May 24, with the British army at his mercy, Hitler ordered his tanks to halt their advance. He had been assured by the Luftwaffe Commander, Hermann Goering, that his aircraft would be able to destroy the encircled British troops. The delay allowed the German infantry to catch up with the Panzer divisions but it also gave the British Expeditionary Force a glimmer of hope. On May 26, the order for Operation Dynamo – total evacuation – was given. By now, Dunkirk was the only possible point of departure and troops congregated on the beaches as a multitude of British vessels, answering a nationwide appeal, crossed the Channel to bring them home. Fishing boats, yachts, cabin cruisers and a substantial number of Royal Navy vessels ferried the men clear of a seemingly invincible German war machine. In all, 338,226 Allied troops were rescued. The war was not over. The battle for Britain had begun.


Dunkirk

I saw a regimental sergeant major in his knee breeches and his service
dress jacket and cap – and the tears were streaming down his face.

THE RETREAT

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

I woke up very early and I could hear the general alarm being sounded on the bugle. ‘The sergeant major’s got the horn’, as we used to say. I thought, ‘What’s this? A practice?’ Then I heard a load of Dornier aircraft coming over at about three hundred feet and they started dropping bombs all over. We marched that morning until we got to the general area of Brussels. Then this captain came round and said, ‘You may not know it but you’re on the very slopes of the Battle of Waterloo.’ We were told to dig trenches all along and just before dark, we got the order that we were to hold these trenches to the last man. I couldn’t believe it! That night, I was propped up in the trench, listening to this tremendous noise. I was trying to make out what it was. First it sounded like men marching, then I could hear the clop of hooves and then engine noises. When dawn came up, I looked to our left and saw an entire French army had been retreating past us. Within minutes, we got the order to pull out quickly. The great retreat started at that point.

Lance Corporal Albert Adams
East Yorkshire Yeomanry

We were told to make for Dunkirk. I got to an area where the main road to Dunkirk was blocked with vehicles, troops and tanks. It was caused by a big Belgian naval gun that had toppled over. So everybody abandoned their vehicles and started walking.

[image: Images]

Lorries abandoned by the British Expeditionary Force during the retreat to the French coast.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

Everybody was talking about going to Dunkirk. We didn’t know where Dunkirk was.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

We set off for the coast. We were walking and we had to pinch hens, ducks, pigs, sheep, potatoes. We were living off the land.

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

The fellers found some wine and they really started drinking it. I’d never tasted wine before. I didn’t like it very much, this red stuff. It tasted very bitter. We were drinking it out of bowls – there were no glasses – and an officer said that if he found anyone drunk, he would shoot them. ‘You can drink as much as you like,’ he said, ‘but if you’re drunk, then I’m going to kill you.’

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

We started for Dunkirk and we were gradually meeting more and more people, and we started coming across vehicles in ditches and parked in fields. The majority of them had been sabotaged. People were shoving earth into the petrol tanks and trying to ruin the engines with sand. Some people were trying to set them on fire, but that caused a lot of smoke and then the dive bombers found you. It wasn’t really advisable to do that.

Lance Corporal Albert Adams
East Yorkshire Yeomanry

At this tiny village, I spoke to a tall blond French soldier who spoke English quite well. I asked him which was the road to Dunkirk and he pointed to it but he said, ‘Don’t go down there! The German parachutists have all dropped down there!’ To this day, I’m convinced he was a German infiltrator, trying to direct us wrongly, because when I went down the road, there weren’t any Germans. We never saw a parachutist and we never heard a gun.

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

I wanted to go to the toilet. I was really bursting but the toilet was outside in the open. There was mortar fire going on out there. After a while, I really couldn’t stand it any more and I had to run out. I found the loo and opened the door and found a dead Frenchman sitting on it. I promptly slammed the door, ran back inside and did it in one of the corners of the room.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

We’d crossed a canal and taken cover behind one of the banks. After a while, I heard a motorcycle on the other bank and I could just see the head of the driver above the reeds. I watched fascinated. Then I saw someone stand up with a map. It was obviously a German officer and I thought he was too good a target ... so I aimed at him and down he went.

Lance Corporal Lawrence Greggain
5th Battalion, Border Regiment

I was venomous against the Germans. I saw what they’d done to old people, women and children, and I thought, ‘You bloody bastards! You don’t deserve any mercy!’ So I said to my lads, ‘Now, get this, and get it clearly. If any of you ever takes a prisoner, I’ll bayonet you to the bloody prisoner ...’

Flying Officer Peter Matthews
1 Squadron, RAF

I was shaken to the core when I first saw German fighter pilots machine gunning crowds of civilians on the roads. We went to pick up a chap who’d force-landed and we got mixed up with terrible strafing of the roads. It wasn’t just bombers that were strafing – it was Messerschmitt 109s and 110s. That didn’t seem to me to be a fighter pilot’s job.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

Somebody came out from behind a house. I’d never seen a German soldier, but after a good look at him, I thought he must be one, so I got my rifle and aimed it at him. I pulled the trigger, it went bang, and the chap kept on walking. He never even ducked. He just walked into the wood. A lance corporal came down to me and said, ‘Did you just fire?’ ‘Yup,’ I said. ‘What did you fire at?’ ‘A bloke coming across.’ ‘Did you hit him?’ ‘No.’ ‘Give me a look at your rifle.’ He looked at it and said, ‘Oh my God! Your sights are set to six hundred yards!’ It must have gone a mile over his head.

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

Someone called out, ‘Gas!’ and a funny smell started coming through into the basement. We thought the Germans had dropped gas and everybody whipped out their gas masks except one soldier who didn’t have one. This soldier went over to an old Frenchman and took the man’s gas mask off him, saying that he’d rather the Frenchman die than him. So our officer pulled his revolver out and made the soldier give the gas mask back to the Frenchman. Turned out it wasn’t gas – but it was one hell of a panic.

Lance Corporal Lawrence Greggain
5th Battalion, Border Regiment

We were in this big field and in it there must have been seven or eight beautiful thoroughbred horses. The Germans mortar bombed the field and the animals were frantic, they were galloping round and round and I tried to open a gate so they could get out but they were in such a state that they galloped past the gate every time. They were terribly mutilated.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

We went back and back until we got a town called Hazebrouck. The town was empty of French people and then suddenly the regimental sergeant major turned to us and said, ‘You, you, you …’ and it was noticeable that he picked out six chaps from the Essex Regiment. He said, ‘There’s an ammunition train pulling in to the railway sidings and it’s got to be destroyed. Take all the hand grenades you want!’ We got down there and sure enough, there were German troops unloading the wagons. We got as near as we could and threw a hell of a lot of grenades and then scarpered. It caused a lot of pandemonium, if nothing else. As we ran, we lost each other but I remembered the route back. When I got back to Hazebrouck, there was no sign of my battalion or the headquarters. I realised that they’d gone on again. I was on my own.

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

Some Germans came round the corner with an anti-tank gun. We were a hundred yards from them, at an angle, and we could see them clearly. They were loading their gun and we were sitting in a beautiful position. I said to the officer, ‘What do we do?’ ‘This is your job!’ he said. I was an accurate shot. ‘You must kill, because if you miss, they’ll know where it’s coming from,’ he said. The position of my windowsill was such that I could rest my rifle on it and get very good aim. It was a bit frightening at first but after a while, it felt quite fun just to kill them. I vividly remember the looks on the faces of the fellows you hadn’t killed, who couldn’t work out where the hell it was coming from. I shot four or five before they pulled the gun away.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

As I was walking down the road, I heard an engine. I took cover in a doorway and I saw a German motorcycle and sidecar come round. Then one or two others joined them and they stood pointing up the road. I had a rifle but I could see an anti-tank weapon in front of me. There was one round in the breech and as these Germans stood talking, I aimed at the sidecar and fired. There’s a tremendous recoil and all I could see was that everything disappeared. It must have hit the bike and splattered all over the place. I ran like mad and some of them came round and started firing at me so I ran into a little house. The door was open and there was bread going mouldy on the table. I hurried through to the back room and on the table, I saw the naked body of a very old man who’d been dead for days. I rushed out the back and climbed over walls and fences until I got to the outskirts of the town. I went on like this for a day, hiding whenever I saw Germans on the road until I came across a party of eight British troops, all odds and ends who’d lost their units. There was a corporal with them but he said that we couldn’t go any further and we should give up. ‘I’m not giving up!’ I said, ‘I’m getting back! My sweetheart’s back in England!’ We carried on. There was a forest ahead. The light was going but I said, ‘If we go now, we can make it!’ In the forest, we came across a muddy trail. On a nearby tree was a daub of red paint. This paint ran right the way through the forest. It was a guide mark for the troops who had already been through. It took us a day to get through the forest but when we came out, we could see British troops heading on the road to Dunkirk. We’d gone right through the Germans.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

I put my hand up and stopped a convoy on the road from Lille to Poperinghe. A captain came dashing with a revolver and his obscene language was terrible. ‘Who the bloody hell are you?’ ‘Royal Army Medical Corps,’ I said. ‘You’re just the bloke we want,’ he said. ‘We’ve got two blokes who made themselves a bed on top of the ammunition carrier and they’ve been blown up and you’ve never seen anything like it.’ I had a look at them and told him, ‘I can’t do anything with these,’ and I covered them over with my mac. They were in a hell of a mess. There was nothing I could do for them.

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

Our officer was yelling at a sergeant to come across and join us. The sergeant ran across the road but just as he got to the doorway, he was hit by a mortar. He was completely obliterated but he wasn’t dead. His whole body was peppered with shrapnel and we got him in and laid him on the floor. One of the fellers got a razor blade out and went over him, cutting and flicking these pieces of shrapnel out of him, from all over his face and body. I was very impressed.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

All the way up to Poperinghe, we were attacked by Dorniers and Messerschmitts. At Poperinghe, they slunk off and then you could see Jerry’s tanks three or four hundred yards away coming round the bend of the hill. They started firing over open sights. After that, all these bombers came and dropped their shit on us. God, what a bloody mess. The population of Poperinghe was only five or six hundred and I don’t think there were two bricks left standing, one on top of the other. We got out of there and three of us set off for Dunkirk on foot. The other nine were left behind and what happened to them nobody knows. It was about ninety miles to Dunkirk and you daren’t bloody sleep. You had to keep going.

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

An ambulance came along. It was designed for two stretchers and six people sitting along a bench. Well, we managed to fit 21 people in; two stretcher cases and the rest standing or squatting round the side.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

I passed some gunners sitting on the side of the road. One of them looked at me and said, ‘I know you!’ I looked at him and said, ‘I don’t know you.’ ‘You’re courting a girl in Brook Hill Road, Woolwich,’ he said. ‘That’s right,’ I said, ‘How do you know that?’ ‘That’s where the married quarters of the Royal Artillery are,’ he said, ‘and when I was on guard duty there, I saw you kissing in the doorway. She’s got lovely auburn hair.’

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

The Germans started coming up the street and our officer gave us the order that it was every man for himself. I asked him what he meant. He said, ‘You can do what you like. The thing is to get away. No one’s in charge.’ I said, ‘Really?’ ‘Yes,’ he said but then he looked at me and said, ‘I want you to come with me!’ ‘No!’ I said, ‘I want to go on my own!’ ‘You come with me!’ he said. So I did. We went out the back of the house and the German snipers were going at us but we got over the wall. We went into another house and there was a German sniper sitting at the window, with his back to us. My officer shot him straight away. I’d never seen it before at such close quarters. There were no questions – no ‘what are you doing?’ – just ‘BANG’.

Wolfgang Falck
German Messerschmitt 110 pilot

I was almost a victim during a dogfight with many Spitfires. My Messerschmitt 110 was too big, not manoeuvrable or fast enough. The Spitfires hit my tail and damaged my rudder. My aircraft was shaking like it was an old tram. I held the stick with both hands and took the aircraft down to the sea. That way, I lost the Spitfire and I flew over France and the British troops below. I didn’t trust the aircraft so then I tried to get up to three hundred metres in case I had to use my parachute. As I climbed up again, three or four Spitfires got behind me so I flew down again. I was flying so slowly that I lost them. The country was flat but I was flying so low that I had to jump over the dykes that were two or three metres high. As I flew over one dyke, I saw an English soldier riding a bicycle just in front of me. He fell off the bicycle and I’m sure that he’s told the story: ‘A pig of a German pilot tried to knock me off my bicycle!’ But if he’d thrown a stone at me, I could have been his victim.

Private Edward Watson
8th Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps

We were cut off. We couldn’t make our way any further. My officer told me to tear up all our papers. The Germans started calling out, ‘Tommy, for you the war is over!’ They must have been taught to say this. We were rustled up quickly and captured. I didn’t know if I was going to be shot. They went through my pockets and then they sent us back behind their lines. At first, I was very impressed with the German soldiers – they looked professional compared to us. But after we had been marched to the rear, we saw their reserves, and these reserves looked like something from the Crimean War. It wasn’t the same German army we’d just seen. It was all horses and carts, all higgledy-piggledy.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

On the road to Dunkirk, we were being dive-bombed a lot. It smashed us all up and people were getting hit badly so I took to the open country. I was on my own again and I reached what must have been the last canal around Dunkirk. I walked along the bank until I found a bridge that had been blown in the middle. I slid down it, grabbed the other side and clambered up. I carried on until I could see Dunkirk.

Gunner William Davidson
5th Medium Regiment, Royal Artillery

One chap had been extremely friendly with a Belgian girl and as we retreated, he picked up this girl, dressed her up in British army uniform and brought her to Dunkirk.

Lance Corporal Lawrence Greggain
5th Battalion, Border Regiment

It took us three weeks to get to Dunkirk. In that time, I didn’t have a proper meal, and I can’t honestly remember having a bowel movement.

THE RESCUE

Ronald Tomlinson
Fisherman in Ramsgate

Halfway through a film, a flash came on to the screen: ‘Anybody in Ramsgate trawlers, please report to the Admiralty office at once’. I took no notice, because our trawler had no water in the boilers and no coal in the bunkers. Somebody nudged me in the back and said, ‘Ron, that means you!’ ‘It can’t mean me,’ I said, ‘because we’re blown down.’ But after the film, I went down to the Admiralty office, to find out what it was all about. ‘What ship are you off?’ they said. I told them I was an engineer on the Tankerton Towers. ‘Could you go round and let the crew know to be down here at half past five in the morning? Because we need a ship.’ They didn’t say why they needed it. I didn’t know anything about Dunkirk. So I went round and by the time we got aboard at half past five, there was steam blowing from the boiler, there was coal in the bunkers and there were two lieutenants waiting for us. The Navy had done all that during the night. The lieutenants asked, ‘What have you got on board?’ We said, ‘Nothing.’ They said, ‘We’ll have to find something to give the boys a cup of tea when they come on board.’ We didn’t know what they were talking about.
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Some of the little ships which took part in the Dunkirk evacuation, pictured on the River Thames in June 1940.

Lance Corporal John Peter Wells
6th Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment

We entered Dunkirk Harbour on the Princessa. We were in the middle of the main channel coming into the harbour, and there were two ships on either side and we were dive-bombed. Both of the other ships got hit at the same time and they both exploded. It transpired that they were ammunition ships. The poor little Princessa went down straight away. She was only a tiddly little ferry boat. The next thing I knew, I was lying on the cobblestone quayside. I was rather intrigued because I was one of half a dozen corpses that had been pulled out the sea and dumped there. The others were all in grey uniform. They were the first ruddy Germans I’d seen! And the souvenir hunters had all got their knives out and cut out the swastikas and badges from the Germans’ uniforms. I felt for my Staffordshire brass knots – yes, I’d still got my buttons and emblems. I was very wet but it was a nice, sunny day and I dried out fairly quickly.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

The beach at Dunkirk was like Margate except that the conditions were different. It was absolutely crowded with people. I could see queues of men in water up to their chins, trying to get into small boats.
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British soldiers wade out to a destroyer off Dunkirk.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

There were destroyers anchored offshore and there were little rowing boats, coming in, picking people up off the beach and taking them to these destroyers. The destroyers were being dive-bombed at regular intervals.

Ronald Tomlinson
Fisherman in Ramsgate

In the smaller boats, we were concentrating on going in close and taking the soldiers out to the bigger boats. I didn’t even moor up, I just kept the engine running and let the soldiers jump aboard. I jammed them in. I had them sitting in the cockpit and on the deck. I couldn’t say how many – 30, 40, could be 50. As soon as I got a boat load, I took them out to the nearest ship. It could be a cargo boat, a passenger boat, an old paddle boat, all different kinds. I dropped them, came back in and just kept filling up. I reckon we did about roughly 16 trips.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

We had the job of carrying the wounded to the boats. We waded out into the sea, water up to our chests before the boat could reach us. And then we had to pass the bloke up into the boat. We did this for two or three nights and after each night, we were left with a white tidemark on our uniforms.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

Everybody was buggered. One bloke had been nine days, no grub, no water, no sleep. And then he got a direct hit. You ought to have seen his legs. He were carried on the boat and he had a really big hole in his back and he’d lost his penis. Why he didn’t die, I don’t know.

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

I was put in charge of a padre who’d had his jaw blown off. You could see through the gap in his bandages and he was very dicky because he couldn’t see where he was going. I helped him down the steps and we went down onto the beach where we found a shed which in happier times must have had lilos and pedalos and beach stuff. The glass roof had been smashed to prevent flying glass and we settled down on the brown glass on the concrete floor. Actually, if glass has been properly smashed up into tiny little bits, it is surprisingly comfortable to sleep on. So we lay down there for a few hours. Before dawn, we got up and joined the big crocodile. The tide was out, there was a long stretch of wet sand, and there were these big rows of people, all waiting to go forward. The wounded were given priority, so we didn’t have to hang about. We went straight down to the water’s edge.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

About eighty of us got down onto the beach and we were definitely rat-tailed. We’d been sleeping in pigsties and I’d got lice in my shirt. Somebody had shown me how to run a match up the seam to pop them but it got so bad that I’d thrown the shirt away. I’d also had to get rid of the heavy parts of my kit, spare boots and stuff so I hadn’t got much in the way of uniform. A regular officer came down, and said that no man of our regiment would be evacuated to the UK unless he was in possession of a full set of equipment. There was material all over the place – people had thrown stuff away, so all we did was pick up what we needed. Then the officer said that we had to shave so we shaved in sea water. Which was very painful.

Sergeant Leonard Howard
210 Field Company, Royal Engineers

I saw a regimental sergeant major in his knee breeches and his service dress jacket and cap – and the tears were streaming down his face. He said, ‘I never thought that I would see the British Army like this.’ And I always remember him. Poor man was absolutely shattered. He was a regular soldier and the tears were streaming down his face.

Wolfgang Falck
German Messerschmitt 110 Pilot

We received orders not to attack the British army at Dunkirk. Hitler’s idea was to make Britain a friend, not an enemy. We flew only against the Royal Air Force to stop them attacking our troops. As we flew over the Channel, we watched the transportation of the British army back to home sweet home.

Able Seaman Ian Nethercott
Gunlayer aboard HMS Keith

Every time you saw a group of men in the water, the German planes came down and either bombed them or machine-gunned them.

Gerhard Schöpfel
German Messerschmitt 109 pilot

We flew against the British troops who were being rescued by little boats. We were trying to halt the boats going back to England. I tried to shoot at them. Our main thing was to go against the English.

Lieutenant Harold Dibbens
Royal Corps of Military Police

Jerry was flying down and machine-gunning us. Dozens of men were lying injured from being hit by machine gun bullets. One plane came down towards me and I jumped into a bomb hole. He missed me but the hole I chose had been used as a latrine by the soldiers.

Hans-Ekkehard Bob
German Messerschmitt 109 pilot

Goering thought that with the Luftwaffe he would be able to destroy the British Expeditionary Force.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

There were thousands of people on the beaches. The bombs were coming down thick and fast. One bomb would make a crater and a bloke would fall wounded in it and the next bomb would cover him over. Some of the holes were 20 foot deep – there must be hundreds of blokes lying under that beach that nobody knows nothing about.

Lance Corporal John Peter Wells
6th Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment

In some ways, the sand was our saving grace, because the average type of bomb hitting a hard surface like a roadway, the shrapnel scatters, and you all get it. Going into the sand, there was a thud, and you’d get covered in clods of sand but that was about it. I’m not belittling it – it was bloody unpleasant.

Able Seaman Reginald Heron
Telegraphist aboard HMS Keith

There were absolutely masses of dive-bombers attacking us.

Lance Corporal John Peter Wells
6th Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment

Firing Bren guns at dive-bombers was rather a dead loss because they were armour-plated underneath. So I said, ‘What we want is an armour piercing gun.’ We had an anti-tank gun with a bloody great cartridge at the back of it and a stupid little magazine with five rounds in it. We managed to scrounge a railway sleeper and we dug it into the sand. We made up a three man team, two men wedging the anti-tank gun on to the sleeper and the third one firing. We had a more or less end-on target as the aircraft dived – and it worked like a charm! It brought the buggers down! We brought two or three down like that. It’s a mystery to me why it never really caught on.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

I actually saw a dive-bomber shot down by the infantry with rifles. It was attacking a destroyer but instead of diving from the stern of the destroyer to the nose, and carrying on up the coast, the pilot arrived from the sea and finished up over the coast, very low over Bray Dunes. There was thousands of infantrymen there, lying in the dunes and they all started firing at the dive bomber. I actually saw a piece of the plane come off, and it veered off and went into the ground, well behind the town, but we saw the smoke coming up where it crashed. When you fire a thousand rifles, you can cover a lot of the sky.

Able Seaman Reginald Heron
Telegraphist aboard HMS Keith

The only British planes we saw were the Sunderland flying boats. They just steamed through very slow and majestic. We didn’t see much of the RAF.

Quartermaster Raymond Trivass
1st Battalion, Coldstream Guards

I didn’t see one RAF aircraft.

Sergeant Major Martin McLane
2nd Battalion, Durham Light Infantry

The RAF did a very poor job of defending us. The Germans were working in close co-operation with their aircraft. When they wanted support, they called in their dive-bombers and their fighters who strafed and bombed us to clear the way. And what support did we have? We had no damn thing at all. Not a bloody thing. We were just left to God and good neighbours.

Pilot Officer Tony Bartley
92 Squadron, RAF

A fighter pilot I knew was shot down at Dunkirk and went in the sea. He swam out to a boat and he got on board and the navy chap said, ‘Get back! We’re not picking you up, you bastards, we’re only picking up the soldiers.’

Wing Commander Edward Donaldson
Commanding Officer, 151 Squadron, RAF

My squadron almost lived over Dunkirk! Ten days! The army grumbled because they had a hell of a rough time but we were there. We used to patrol 10,000 feet over Dunkirk, and we went for any Germans that attacked.

Pilot Officer Ronald Brown
111 Squadron, RAF

We tried to intercept anything that was coming in. It was too late to get them if they were already attacking the beaches. So the troops on the beaches wouldn’t have seen us.

Sergeant Richard Mitchell
229 Squadron, RAF

We’d set off from Biggin Hill just as it was getting light and we’d do three trips to Dunkirk by ten o’clock in the morning. There were just four of us and we weren’t battle-hardened at all and I think it was the worst period of the war. We had a little field telephone and when it rang, we all thought that they must be sending us back to base but when he put the phone down, the commanding officer said, ‘Come on chaps, we’ve got to go again.’ Most of the time, we didn’t reach Dunkirk. We attacked bombers or we were attacked on the way there.

Pilot Officer Tony Bartley
92 Squadron, RAF

Frankly if it hadn’t have been for the RAF, the troops would never have got off. Because the German Air Force quit the beaches. We turned them back. I’m damned sure that Fighter Command had a hell of a lot to do with it.

Flight Lieutenant Gerald Edge
605 and 253 Squadrons, RAF

I fired at a Messerschmitt 109 as he came towards me over Dunkirk. I could see a lot of my tracer and bullets hitting around his cockpit but he kept on coming. I gave him another burst, thinking that must stop him but it didn’t. At that moment, there was a flash and a terrific bang in my cockpit. I thought he must have blown my tail away. I tried my controls. They still worked but I flew the thing home as though it were a new-born baby. When I got back to my aerodrome, I asked the airman if there was anything left of the tail. ‘Yes, sir. There’s no mark on it.’ I got out of the aircraft and went back to report in when the airman came running over, saying, ‘Can you come sir, quick?’ ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘You wait and see, sir.’ As we got to the aircraft, he said, ‘You know you said there was a big bang in the aircraft? Come and look at this, sir! On the outside of the cockpit, just above your hand, there’s a black line and there’s a tiny splintering on the inside. And there’s a little mark on the top of your throttle lever. We’d like to look at what you’re wearing sir.’ What had happened was that a cannon shell had gone through the side of my aircraft, nicked the top of the throttle lever, gone through my glove, nicked the rip cord part of my parachute, edged the aluminium seat and hit the armour-plating where it had blown up. The seat had caught all the shrapnel and the back of my parachute had stopped me feeling it. If anything had happened differently, I would have been killed.

Pilot Officer Peter Parrott
145 Squadron, RAF

My friend Peter Dixon was shot down over Dunkirk. We heard that he was badly wounded. I heard two stories: one that he was put on a stretcher and taken to a destroyer that was sunk, the other that the Germans took him into their hospital where he died of his wounds. You can believe which one you like.

Lieutenant Harold Dibbens
Royal Corps of Military Police

I was stopped by a very irate major who told me to get a shooting party together because two French collaborators had been picked up and they would have to die.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

If I’d had a rifle with me on the beach, I should have shot this one artilleryman. He took a shell that hadn’t exploded and started rolling it down a hill. One of the stupidest tricks you could ever wish to do. I said, ‘You stupid bastard! Let sleeping dogs lie!’ If I’d had a rifle I should have shot him, honest.

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

We could see the outline of a vessel approaching. My father had been in the coastal artillery and we’d always had Jane’s Fighting Ships on the front window so I knew how to identify ships. Somebody said, ‘What’s that?’ I said, ‘It’s a French battleship.’ And of course, it turned out to be a paddle steamer from Bournemouth.

Lance Corporal Albert Adams
East Yorkshire Yeomanry

I got to the beach and I joined the queue. I could see all the boats out on the water. As we got nearer the pier, I saw some drunk lads who had come up the side of the queue and were trying to muscle in. The sailors wouldn’t let them on the ship. They told them to get back to the end of the queue.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

There was a lot of drunkenness on the beaches. Soldiers had broken into estaminets and were stealing beers and spirits. There was a lot of bad discipline – but good discipline too. You could see orderly queues forming for going down to the boats. There was usually an officer or a sergeant or a sergeant major directing things from the beach.

Lance Corporal John Peter Wells
6th Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment

What I remember as rather pathetic, some of these poor buggers, you’d think they were pregnant. Their battle dress blouse was full up with ciggies and bottles, all sorts of stuff that they’d picked up. Before we’d let them aboard, we’d say, ‘Get rid of that lot!’ And they’d have to chuck it all in the sea, all their booty.

Private Samuel Love
12th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps

We got to the jetty and only the blokes on the boat were controlling it. As soon as they got enough on the boat, they just got hold of the gangways and pulled them away. They got hold of the rope ladders and started shaking men off. If you were on the ladders, you weren’t safe because they just shook you off on to the quayside or into the water.

Lance Corporal John Peter Wells
6th Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment

A Royal Navy destroyer was taking on some French troops. A French officer started to rush up the gangway, and the naval lieutenant on the bridge told him to stop. This bloke wasn’t standing for it – he carried on running up. So the lieutenant drew his pistol and shot the Frenchman dead. It was a very sobering thing to watch.

Sergeant Leonard Howard
210 Field Company, Royal Engineers

I watched as a small boat came in and the troops piled aboard it to such a degree that it was in danger of capsizing. The chap in charge of this boat decided he must take some action. He ordered one man who was hanging on the side to get away – but he didn’t, so he shot him through the head. From the people around, there was no reaction at all. There was such chaos on the beach that that didn’t seem out of keeping.

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

We were rowed out to where the water was deep enough for this paddle steamer and then we were hoisted aboard. I found a nice little corner on the skylight over the passenger saloon. I didn’t fancy going below. I think if a ship’s going to sink I’d rather be on deck than below.

Ronald Tomlinson
Fisherman in Ramsgate

A small boat full of French soldiers came alongside our trawler. We took them and put them down in the fish hold. About fifty of them. Then a bit after that, another boatload came of English boys. Some of them were all wet and one poor lad could hardly walk. We took him down to our cabin and I thought he might as well have my bunk, because I wouldn’t be using it. But when I looked round, the cabin was absolutely full – everybody had followed me down. An officer said to this lad, ‘Come on, get out of that bunk! I’m an officer!’ So I said, ‘Look, there’s no such thing as officers in these circumstances! We are all one!’

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

When we got underway I looked out, and this is a sight I’ve never forgotten – a K-class destroyer, the most modern ship the navy had at that time. There we were, dirty, unshaven, covered in blood, watching this gleaming, immaculate ship, flying her battle ensign. She was going flat out and zigzagging because the dive-bombers were coming down. Her Bofors guns were going, ‘bump, bump, bump’. She was a marvellous sight. I suppose she was actually diverting the dive-bombers away from our little paddle steamer.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

We got on to one of the little boats, and we were taken to a destroyer, HMS Icarus. It was lying offshore in the dark, and they were trying to fill it up and get off before the dive-bombers came down at first light. But they hadn’t managed, and it was still there at first light. And they had no anti-aircraft shells left so they were just firing common shells. They had no chance of hitting an aircraft. They’d have to hit it directly whereas an anti-aircraft shell burst with a proximity fuse. They were just firing to keep the planes up higher.

Able Seaman Reginald Heron
Telegraphist aboard HMS Keith

I was in the wireless office of HMS Keith and there was a hell of a crash and everything shook like hell. We knew we’d been hit because we were more or less expecting it. I mean we’d been there four days – it was a wonder we hadn’t been hit before. A bomb from a Stuka went down the funnel, and blew out the whole of the under part of the ship. We grabbed the codebooks, and put them in a specially weighted bag and we threw it over the side. Then someone shouted, ‘Abandon ship! Throw everything floatable overboard!’ So I threw a dam-buoy overboard. A dam-buoy’s a long thing, a bit like a jousting lance with a big cork float at the end. I jumped in behind it and started swimming with one arm. I swam over to a tug a few hundred yards away and grabbed hold of a rubber tyre on the side. Then the tug actually started up and it got quite speedy and I was getting dragged through the water at a rate of knots. There was somebody above me, hanging on to the edge of the tug and a stupid sailor was shouting at me to push him up. So with one hand I was hanging on to the rubber tyre, and with the other I was trying to push this guy up so the sailor could haul him aboard. After all this palaver, we got aboard eventually, and headed back to Dover.

Lance Corporal John Peter Wells
6th Battalion, South Staffordshire Regiment

I was up in the prow of the ship when we were dive-bombed. A Stuka dropped its bomb straight down the aft funnel. Direct hit. The ship literally folded in about three seconds. I was fortunate because being up in the front end, I just fell off. The fuel tanks had been ruptured, so the sea was a mass of diesel oil. I took an involuntary swim and I managed to get ashore but I still twinge a bit with pain nowadays because I swallowed a lot of that diesel oil and most of the lining of my stomach’s gone west.

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

During low tide at Dunkirk, there are banks where there’s not enough water for a big ship to safely cross, but our little paddle steamer could. So we were able to go straight out northwards, and then turn left into Margate. The destroyers had to go along the coast which meant there was a danger of getting shot by artillery further down by Gravelines.

Able Seaman Reginald Heron
Telegraphist aboard HMS Keith

All the way back to Dover, we were being strafed by German fighters. We were all crowded on the deck of this thing, completely exposed. I remember an officer – who was in his pyjamas for some weird reason – standing up, waving his arms over his head and shouting, ‘Survivor! Survivor!’ at the fighters and then he started making engine noises. I tried to ignore him.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

I met a sixteen-year-old ship’s boy on HMS Icarus. I didn’t realise that people of his age went into action. He was kept busy making us cocoa. We needed something, because we was very dehydrated. They also fed us bully beef sandwiches, about an inch thick, which went down very well, because I’d had nothing to eat for three or four days.

Ronald Tomlinson
Fisherman in Ramsgate

Eventually we left Dunkirk in the early hours of June 2. A sergeant major said the Jerries were on the end of the pier. He told us not to come back but we took a chance and came back for another load. He said, ‘I told you not to come back!’ I said, ‘Well, jump aboard, you’re not going to be left behind are you?’ We got back into Ramsgate about nine o’clock the following morning.
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A deck on one of the ships returning from Dunkirk. Some soldiers are sleeping, others are eating.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

On June 4, the order came along that there wouldn’t be any more boats. Chaps were just sitting there, waiting to be picked up by the Germans. I headed north-east towards La Panne. When I got up there, I noticed a wooden jetty running out into the sea. It had been hit by a couple of shells but it went out quite a way. I clambered on to it and got out to the end and fell asleep. When I woke, it was dark and a boat was banging into the jetty. I heard English voices and I looked up and saw a little sailing yacht with two men aboard. One of them said, ‘There’s no one here! We’ve got to get back!’ and I shouted out. As I leapt onto the yacht, I hit my head on the deck. I still had my steel helmet on and it must have banged me in the back of my head and knocked me right out. The next thing I remember was someone saying, ‘Come on chum! Have a cup of tea!’ I had a mouthful of tea and then he said, ‘Do you want to see the white cliffs of Dover?’ And there they were, right in front of me.

Lance Corporal Albert Adams
East Yorkshire Yeomanry

We arrived at Margate. By the pier where we got off, there was a soldier with a big bag. He told us to drop all our ammunition into the bag. One man dropped a couple of hand grenades in as he went by and the soldier ran off. They still had their pins in but he didn’t know that.

Donald Browne
Schoolboy in Ramsgate

As the troops returned to Ramsgate, they came off the boats, on to the trains and away. The line of troops went from the harbour, up the High Street, past my school and up to the station, six to eight deep. As they were queuing, they were attacked by a Stuka but the bombs missed them and fell on the beach and the harbour. The men looked very rough indeed. They were cold and miserable until they met the ladies of Ramsgate – of all classes – who provided them with tea, biscuits and sandwiches.

Aircraftman Leslie Haines
Armourer, RAF

The Falmouth ladies were wonderful to us. They gave us sandwiches and pasties and things. Eventually, we were told that they would arrange a special train to take us all up to London to be dispersed. While we were at the station, I saw a railway inspector that I knew. ‘Oh my God! Les Haines!’ he said, ‘Your father thinks you’re dead! God! You’re here!’ He got on the telephone to my father in Plymouth as we got on the train. After a while, the guard came along and said, ‘Is one of you Les Haines?’ ‘Yeah. Me.’ ‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’ve got news for you. This train is stopping in Plymouth Station. Look out! Your father and mother’s gonna be there!’ The train stopped with all these dozens of soldiers inside and there on the platform were my parents. You can imagine the scenes. They thought I was dead and gone.

Lieutenant Arthur Curtis
7th Field Company, Royal Engineers

We were all waiting on the front at Margate and I began to feel a bit hungry so I thought, ‘I’ll go and see if I can cash a cheque.’ There was a Lloyd’s Bank across the road, so I went in and formed up in a queue of people who were doing their business. They looked up and saw this chap queuing up in a red greatcoat, bloody and unshaven. I asked the cashier if I could cash a cheque, and he very apologetically said he didn’t think he could do that. I only wanted a fiver.

Private Sidney Nuttall
Royal Army Ordnance Corps

After we disembarked at Dover, we were sent straight to the station. There were trains on every platform. ‘Any platform, any train,’ they shouted and we were pushed along. As the trains got full, they moved off. My mate and I got split up. I finished up in the train on the left, and he finished up in the train on the right. The train on the left went to Bristol and the train on the right went to Halifax. That’s just the way it was. I was in Bristol for a few days in an absolute mess. I ended up sleeping in a park.

Private Albert Dance
Rifle Brigade

I got off the train at Woolwich. That’s
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