Dunkirk
Many of you will be familiar with the name Dunkirk. 
If you are I shall hazard a guess that at least some of the British students among you do not think of it only as a port in northern France next to the Belgian Border.

Until recently many films and novels and much popular journalism promoted a simplistic myth, the version of history known as The Miracle of Dunkirk that depicts the evacuation of more than 300,000 British and French soldiers from the beaches between De Panne in Belgium and Dunkirk itself as a sort of allied victory.
This version sees the British forces as heroic and the evacuation as a tremendous example of improvisation in the face of adversity. 

Recent novels and films, particularly Ian McEwan’s novel Atonement (which I expect some of you have read, others may have seen the film version in which Kiera Knightley appears in the role of Cecilia ) are more honest about the horror and carnage that accompanied the heroism of Dunkirk. But even Atonement leaves out the extent to which this victory snatched from the jaws of defeat came about because of German error. .    

The Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, called Dunkirk “a miracle of deliverance.” It deserves that more nuanced title. He also called it a “colossal military disaster.” It came very close to deserving that one too. 
The facts are:

About 338,200 troops were evacuated via Dunkirk and the adjoining beaches between May 26 and June 4 1940. Many British people are surprised to learn that 150,200 of them were French soldiers.

Swept back by the German Blitzkrieg that had circumnavigated the Maginot Line and smashed its way through Belgium, the soldiers of the British Expeditionary Force were trapped with their backs to the sea. 
Had the German armoured columns – the tanks under the command of General von Rundstedt – continued their advance it is likely that a large part, if not all, of the British Expeditionary Force would have been captured. 

Here though, disagreements in the German High Command intervened in a way that helped the British enormously. Hitler did not think tanks were well suited to the marshy ground of Flanders and ordered them not to advance to Dunkirk.

This gave his glory-hunting air force chief, Herman Goering, the sort of opportunity Goering rarely resisted. He offered to smash the British and French forces at Dunkirk using the power of the Luftwaffe to support infantry advances.

The German decision to slow their advance gave the BEF and our French allies the opportunity to coordinate a last ditch defence of a perimeter around Dunkirk into which British and French soldiers were able to retreat.  It gave the Royal Navy – assisted by vessels from the French Navy – the time to arrange the flotilla of small boats – the famous “little ships” – which picked the soldiers up form the beaches and ferried them to larger ships for transit to southern England. #
You can read the details of these decisions in Richard Collier’s book “The Sands of Dunkirk.”  The author was a newspaper correspondent during the Second World War. Afterwards he interviewed a thousand survivors of Dunkirk in an attempt to record an accurate version of the nine day long evacuation. First published in 1961 I think it is one of the best written accounts available. You can buy it online for about a penny.
(N.B. Handout photocopied “Facts about Dunkirk” from the final pages of Collier’s book)

The troops were desperately needed back on the home shores to help defend against invasion and their escape – in many cases on privately owned small ships crewed by their owners - captured the minds and hearts of the British people at a time when it looked probable that this country too would soon be invaded. 

Just getting the troops back to fight another day felt a bit like a victory and it was depicted as such. 
(Show film clips from Capra’s Why we Fight, 1944 – on WWII Film Clips memory stick)

Those are propaganda films; propaganda in good cause – certainly, but propaganda nonetheless.

Dunkirk was a “miracle of deliverance” – a military disaster that turned out not to be calamitous because the Germans made mistakes and the British were lucky as well as brave. And not all of them were brave. 

Men went mad with fear as the Germans bombed the beaches. British ships shelled and sank other British ships in the darkness and confusion of the waters off the French coast. Officers had to keep order at gunpoint. 

There were brave, cheerful Tommies of the type depicted in the propaganda films and post war movies. There were others who screamed, panicked or simply gave up and got drunk on looted booze. 
Wounded soldiers were left behind. Corpses were looted. Men fought each other to obtain places in the tiny, overcrowded boats. This was war- and war always is bloody, dirty, miserable and squalid. Every soldier will tell you that. Every soldier will tell you that a man who claims he is not afraid of bombs and bullets is a liar. 
Much of the bravery shown by British and French units in the defence of the Dunkirk beachhead was shown by soldiers who never reached the beaches. As Hugh Sebag-Montefiore explains in his magisterial “Dunkirk: Fight to the Last Man,” (Viking books 2007)  several British units did follow orders to fight to the last round of ammunition and the last man in their efforts to stop German units penetrating to the beaches.      

So heroism was on display, and among French units as well as British.
But the simplistic myth of Dunkirk – of brave, committed, decent Brits doing the right thing in the face of horrendous adversity and smiling as the bombs fell - is based on morale boosting propaganda.
Richard Collier realised this after war. It is one of the reasons that he went back and interviewed the men who had been at Dunkirk and published their recollections, warts and all, in a book that depicted the cowards as well as the heroes and the examples of disastrous incompetence as well as the inspired improvisation. 

He had to do it in retrospect because he was not there to cover the retreat to Dunkirk in person. 

No British reporters were. Phillip Knightley presents this as one reason why they myth of Dunkirk was born. In The First Casualty he writes

“…there were no British war correspondents writing from Dunkirk. They covered the whole of the evacuation second-hand, from the south-east-coast ports where the troops landed. There the correspondents described the condition of the soldiers…and did their best to piece together what had happened across the Channel. They were given a lead by government statements. ‘When the full story can be told it will surprise the world,’ the Admiralty spokesman said, while the Minister of Shipping, describing the part played by the armada of small boats, said ‘It grips our imagination. It inspires our minds and it tears at our heart strings.”

Such briefing, and the natural sympathies of reporters who had not been able to witness events first hand, did create some very romantic writing. Knightley cites examples including a report about a unit of Guards doing drill exercises on the beach, motorcycle dispatch riders performing synchronised acrobatics while bombs fell around them and soldiers playing cricket under bombardment. 

These things may well have happened – people react strangely to danger – but they were not the whole story of Dunkirk. 

Nor were the versions published in ostensibly serious, sceptical newspapers. While the evacuation for the beaches was underway, The Guardian carried, on Saturday 1 June 1940, a column under the headline “The miracle of rescue from Dunkirk.”

(You each have a copy in front of you)

Look carefully at the language 

“war correspondents watched with incredulous joy…” 

“One watched with a pride that became almost pain…”

“…nearly every man still had his rifle and a clip of ammunition…They were still soldiers and still in good heart.”

“Yet [others] survive in their thousands and are able to joke and sing.”

I think that is a good example of a reporter getting swept up in the mood of the moment. Evelyn, E.A. Montague, was, I’m sure, impressed by the resilience of the men he watched coming ashore. He may have felt a little inadequate by comparison.  After all, there he was watching the soldiers with a pen and notebook in his hand and ink on his fingers while they had rifles in their hands and many of them were bloody and bandaged. 

It is easy to lose objectivity in such circumstances. It is human to admire courage. 

Indeed, one of the flaws I detect in Phillip Knightley’s blanket assertion is that eyewitness reporting is not always the most objective reporting. Distance can also lend objectivity. That lesson is clearly observable in the contemporary reporting of Dunkirk. 

While the Guardian was writing about a miracle, the Daily Mirror initially reported a rescue snatched from the jaws of defeat, and when it did use the word ‘miracle’ on 5 June 1940, did so in the context of Winston Churchill’s description of a ‘miracle of deliverance.’

The times took a similar approach. Its news reporting appeared under sober headlines such as “The Defence of Dunkirk” (30 May 1940), and “More saved from Dunkirk” (5 June 1940). The event only became a ‘miracle’ in the headline above the leader column on 5 June, but it was again used in the context of the Prime Minister’s own phrase viz: “A miracle of deliverance.”
The Prime Minister:  Churchill contributed to the Myth of Dunkirk not only through his uplifting, combative language – though that helped. The very fact that he was PM helped. He had taken the position less than a month earlier, on 11 May 1940, the day the Germans invaded Holland and Belgium and three days after Neville Chamberlain’s fate was sealed by the Norway Debate in the House of Commons.

Churchill had been appointed to lead determined resistance and it was assumed that he would fulfil the role. Intelligence reports from May 1940 show that many people were surprised that the military position did not improve simply because he was now Prime Minister. He had, after all, opposed appeasement throughout the period when Neville chamberlain had been its most ardent promoter.  

This popular expectation that Churchill would make things better was reflected in newspaper coverage of his appointment. The Manchester Guardian, not a natural supporter of the Conservative Party opined on 11 May 1940 that the new PM came equipped with “the boldness, the imagination, the sense of social justice, the capacity to arouse the enthusiasm and devoted service,” the country would need to win the war. 

In the Daily Express the cartoonist David Low depicted Churchill with his new all-party Cabinet rolling up their sleeves and marching boldly forward with the legend “All behind you Winston” 

The optimism did not last. Within a fortnight of Churchill taking up residence at Number 10 news from the continent was depressing and frightening in equal measure. The Daily Express reported that the BEF was fighting with its “backs to the sea” to defend the French channel ports. 

The Express made no attempt to disguise the truth. It quoted Duff Cooper, Churchill’s newly appointed Minister of Information, warning that “we are facing fearful risks” and acknowledging that “It is no good belittling it or trying to minimise it.”

(Take in Spinning Dunkirk by Prof. Duncan Anderson)
