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THE EVACUATION OF THE ALLIED
ARMIES FROM DUNKIRK AND

NEIGHBOURING BEACHES.

The following despatch was submitted to the
(Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty on
the i8th June, 1940, by Vice-Admiral Sir
Bertram H. Ramsay, K.C.B., M.V.O., Flag
Officer Commanding, Dover.

Office of
The Flag Officer Commanding,

Dover.
i8th June, 1940.

Be pleased to 'lay before Their Lordships
the following report on Operation " Dynamo ",
namely the evacuation of the Allied Annies
from Dunkirk and neighbouring *beaches
between 26th May and 4th June, 1940. The
report takes the form of this covering letter,
together with detailed narrative and appendices.

2. THE POLICY AND THE PROGRESS OF THE
EVACUATION.

During the course of the operation some
330,000 troops* reached safety in England after
being evacuated from Dunkirk, and from the
beach stretching 10 miles eastward from the
entrance to Dunkirk Harbour. To those on the
French coast, when in the early stages any-
thing -up to 50,000 troops were waiting to
embark on a 10 mile sea front, the presence
of perhaps 20 small warships off shore, and
200 small boats spread along the length of coast
at any given moment, must have appeared as
a feeble effort to tackle this great task. Further-
more, it was impossible to adjust the arrival of
ships, either at Dunkirk or opposite the beaches,

* Admiralty footnote: About one-quarter of these
troops were carried in ships manned by the Merchant
Navy

to synchronise with the ebb. and- flow of the
troop concentrations. •

Broadly speaking, for the first 5 days of the
movement, had more beaching craft ibeen avail-
able to ferry from the beach to offshore vessels,
it would have been possible to have evacuated
a greater number. For the last 3 to 4 days,
however, when the main bulk of the
B.E.F. had already been evacuated, the rate of
lifting was governed 'by the availability of the
troops during the limited hours evacuation was
possible.

3. Throughout the operation one of the
greatest difficulties was the ever changing situa-
tion presented. Within 24 hours of the start,
the operation took the shape of a forlorn hope
to rescue the maximum number, say up to
45,000 before Dhe whole force was to be over-
whelmed by the enemy.

Next, the military situation became more
stable, and it appeared that some three to four
days would be available to complete evacua-
tion of the B.E.F., estimated-at some 175,000.
During this stage evacuation by British
resources of French troops was introduced,
some 25,000 being mentioned.

During the course of the fifth day (30th May)
a tentative decision to lift the rearguard of
the B.E.F. off the beaches at a definite1 time,
viz. 0130 on ist June, was reached. Twenty-
four hours later this plan was altered by military
considerations, involving an extension of the
period of evacuation. At the same time, the
Naval authority was definitely committed to
provide for the evacuation of French forces,
then mentioned as about 40,000/50,000.

Later, the French -number rose and 150,000
or more was quoted. Finally no agreement
could be reached with the French as to an>
termination of the operation which threatened
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to drag on painfully, and finally to lose
momentum and expire through the exhaustion
of Naval personnel and the 'liquidation of
shipping.

It will be seen, therefore, that • the initial
problem called for a maximum effort over a
limited period regardless of the future, and
accordingly all resources in the way of small
boats were thrown on the beaches, before ade-
quate provision had been made for their main-
tenance off the coast in such matters as relief
of the personnel and the provision of large
beach parties.
• It was only due to the foresight of the
Admiralty in making arrangements for a con-
tinued flow in ever increasing numbers of small
power boats and beach craft, which became
available on the fifth day onwards, that the
continued evacuation from the beaches remained
a reasonable proposition after the initial 'crisis
had passed.

4. A perusal of the signals that passed
between Dover and the (French coast reveals
the many occasions on which the responsible
officers stationed on the coast considered so
little had been achieved from the beadhes that
they advocated restriction of evacuation to
Dunkirk Harbour. Many complaints of "no
boats," " no ships," might lead a detached
observer to the conclusion that the great effort
that was being made was proving abortive.

At Dover, where the whole operation could be
viewed in truer perspective, the number and
origin of the troops being landed in England
being always to hand, it was clear that the
evacuation from the beaches required by the
military situation, was, in fact, achieving a con-
siderable success, as the following figures will
show. Of the 248,000 troops landed in the
United Kingdom, between May 28th and June
ist inclusive—the period during which both
Dunkirk and the beaches eastward were avail-
able day and night except for enemy interfer-
ence—no fewer than 100,000 were lifted from
the beaches.

5. WEATHER CONDITIONS.
The operation was favoured by extremely

good weather. It was found, however, that any
northerly wind caused a considerable surf,
which greatly reduced the rate of lifting from
the beaches. It must be fully realised that a
wind of any strength in the northern sector
between South West and North East would
have made beach evacuation impossible. At
no time did this happen.

6. DISPOSAL OF TROOPS AFTER REACHING
ENGLAND.

On arrival in England the despatch of troops
from the points of disembarkation proceeded
with great smoothness under the War Office
movement control organisation.

7. ENEMY EFFORTS TO FRUSTRATE OPERATION.
Attempts by the enemy to frustrate the opera-

tion consisted of the following: —
(a) Minelaying by aircraft.
(6) Intensive air attack.
(c) Action by Motor Torpedo Boats.
(d) Gunfire by coast artillery.
(e) Submarine operations.

(a) Minelaying by aircraft. Minelaying
during the dark hours probably "Commenced
during the night 28th-29th and was maintained

' with great intensity during the following two

nights. Not only were the Dunkirk Roads
mined, including the Zuydecoote Pass, but also
Route X and the area round the Kwinte Buoy.
Folkestone and Dover Harbour entrances were
also mined* Considering the number of mines
laid, it is interesting to note that only two
British ships are known for certain to have been
mined, the personnel vessel MONA'S QUEEN
and the F.A.A. Yacht GRIEVE. One Hospital
Carrier was damaged at anchor off Dover when
a mine was blown up by a LL. Trawler sweep-
ing close at hand. Two A/S trawlers on patrol
to the northward of the operational area were
blown up by what was at first thought to be a
M.T.B., but later evidence suggests they were
victims of moored mines. The impunity with
which degaussed ships were able to operate
in this heavily mined area alone made the opera-
tion possible and one reaches the conclusion
that if the enemy on this occasion had had at
hand the means of laying moored contact mines
by aircraft, instead of magnetic mines, the re-
sults would have been very different.

(b) Air Attack. On the evening of the 29th,
the first occasion on which a massed target of
ships was presented in Dunkirk Harbour, the
enemy seized the opportunity for air attack in

' great strength, and it was only by good fortune
that the vital Dunkirk Harbour channel was not
blocked by sinking ships at this early date.
From then onwards the scale and vigour of the
air attack increased, and during the ist June
all ships in Dunkirk, off the beaches, or in .the
approach channels, were subjected every two
hours to an unprecedented scale of air attack
by aircraft in such numbers, that the R.A.F.
were unable to deal with the situation. The scale
of enemy air attack on June ist, and the fact
that the Germans could by now command the
newly-swept central route at its exits into the
Dunkirk Roads with gunfire from the shore,
were responsible for the suspension of daylight
evacuation on June 2nd.

(c) Attack by M.T.B.s. These caused 4
casualties, namely two destroyers and two
trawlers, while the north Route Y* was in use.
When the middle Route X*, some 26 miles
further to the South Westward, was brought
into use the enemy M.T.B. units failed to follow
up, though the continuous stream of unescorted
traffic during the dark hours and the ships lying
in Dunkirk Roads provided a tempting target
to any enterprising Commander. *

•(d) Shore Artillery. At the commencement
of the operation, the southern Route Z* was
found to be under gunfire from batteries near
Calais, and consequently could only be used by
night. The northern Route Y was usable only
by night when later the batteries near Nieuport
brought fire to bear on the Zuydecoote Pass,
which was too narrow to permit a reasonable
chance of ships running the gauntlet of fire. By
this time, however, Route X was available, and
was free of gunfire until German batteries near
Gravelines brought its exit into the Dunkirk
Roads under gunfire. This occurred in the
afternoon on Saturday, ist June, and in con-
junction with the result of enemy air attack,
led to the suspension of daylight traffic alto-
gether.

(e) Submarines. U-Boats do not appear to
have caused any casualties. It is unlikely that

* Admiralty footnote: For Routes X, Y and Z see
Diagram.
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the one thought to be present penetrated further
than the northern Route Y. It may well be
that this U-Boat laid moored mines, which are
thought to have caused the loss of two A/S
trawlers.

8. AIR CO-OPERATION*
It is unnecessary to stress the vital necessity

for effective air co-operation in an operation of
this nature. Not only did German air effort
interrupt and reduce seaborne traffic, but it
also prevented embarkation by suspending
troop movement. To both Naval and Military
observers on the coast, the situation at times
was extremely disheartening. Rightly or
wrongly, full air protection was expected, but
instead, for hours on end the ships off shore

were subjected to a murderous hail of bombs
and machine gun bullets.

Required by their duty to remain offshore
waiting for the troops, who themselves were
unable to move down to the water for the
same reason, it required the greatest determina-
tion and sense of duty, amounting in fact to
heroism, on the part of the ships' and boats'
crews, to enable them to complete their mission.

In their reports, the Commanding Officers of
many ships, while giving credit to the R.A.F.
personnel for gallantry in such combats as were
observed from the ships, at the same time ex-
press their sense of' disappointment and sur-
prise at the seemingly puny efforts made to
provide air protection during the height of this
operation, though the gallantry of our out-
numbered airmen was the admiration of all.

9. No. ii GROUP FIGHTER PATROLS—DUNKIRK AREA HISTORY.

Date

26th May ...
27th May ...
28th May
29th May ...
30th May ...
3ist Mav
ist Tune ...
2nd June
3rd Tune ...
4th Tune ...

Totals

Patrols

22
23
II

Qy
9
8
8
4
4
3

101

Total flying
hours daily

480
•tt6
^76o/w

674Wr
7O4/"T-
/too. fty*J

s«8
231
33Q
234

4,822

Enemy aircraft
assessed as destroyed

20
08j°
2Q•*J
6<j

ogju
4.3TO

35

262

Notes :
(1) It will be observed that the number of patrols decreased from 27th May onwards, whilst there was an

increase in the daily flying hours. This is due to the fact that the fighters were employed in increasingly bigger
patrols as the enemy air opposition increased.

(2) Operation " Dynamo " suffered most from enemy air effort on 2Qth May and on ist June, after which
latter date the combination of enemy air attack and shore artillery fire led to the suspension of the operation
by day.

* Air Ministry footnote:
It was not to <be expected that all air action would

be visible from .points on the coast; many enemy
raids were in fact intercepted and enemy aircraft
destroyed. Moreover, fighter patrols formed only one
part of the air operations in connection with Dunkirk,
as a considerable reconnaissance and bombing effort
directly connected with the operation was also being
made.

2. Air protection could not be complete for the
following reasons: —

(a) the enemy air force had the initiative and
could choose the times of their attacks.

(6) the operations were outside the range of con-
trolled interception provided by radar stations in
the United Kingdom. In consequence, all that
could be done was to put up patrols and to trust
that these would intercept or generally discourage
enemy air attacks.

(c) the demand for continuous fighter cover, with
the limited size of our fighter force, meant that
patrols were necessarily weak in numbers of aircraft,
and our fighters were thus placed on disadvan-
tageous terms with the enemy. When evacuation
was eventually limited to the dusk and dawn hours
it was possible to concentrate our fighters in much
greater strength for these periods, with a corre-
sponding improvement in the cover provided.
3. Only in conditions of complete air supremacy

could the Dunkirk evacuation have been completed
without interference from the enemy. Such air
supremacy could only have been attained by pro-
longed previous air operations or by the local con-
centration of a far greater force of fighters than the
R.A.F. then had.

A 2

10. The position of enemy batteries had been
located by air reconnaissance by nightfall on
3ist May, and additional batteries in the Grave-
fines area on the ist June. Air Bombardment of
these batteries during the ist and 2nd June un-
doubtedly reduced their fire during dusk and
dawn on each of the nights 2nd/3rd June and
3rd/4th June, when seaborne 'traffic was passing
within range of the enemy batteries command-
ing the south end of X Route, the Dunkirk
Roads and Dunkirk Harbour. This was a valu-
able contribution by the R.A.F to the success-
ful outcome of the operation. A similar benefi-
cial result was obtained by the bombing of the
batteries which had Dunkirk Pier and roadstead
under fire.

11. CONTROL OF ALLIED TROOPS.
In the earlier stages the large number of

British troops located in the dunes off the beach
were of rear formations with few officers. There
was little control over these mixed units, aggra-
vated no doubt by the fact that Army Officers'
uniform is indistinguishable from that of other
ranks which makes the presence of an Army
Officer difficult to recognise by troops other than
•those under their own Commands. The appear-
ance of Naval Officers, in their unmistakable
uniforms, helped to restore order and the troops
responded to commands in a disciplined manner.
In the early stages, in the absence of any Army
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embarkation staff or organisation a strong naval
party was required to form up and embark the
troops. Later, no difficulty was experienced
when troops of fighting formations were en-
countered. Difficulty was experienced in con--
trolling some French 'troops, whilst others were
so rigidly bound by discipline and tradition that
they would not embark except by complete
formation under their own unit officers. In
either case the rate of embarkation was much
slower than with British troops.

12. INITIATIVE SHOWN BY COMMANDING
OFFICERS AND SUBORDINATE PERSONNEL.

A most satisfactory feature of the operation
>was the high degree of initiative shown by
Commanding and Subordinate Officers of units
operating off the coast, ranging from H.M.
Destroyers to commandeered motor boats. The
majority of officers and ratings in command
were in situations requiring independent action
in extremely difficult conditions. Often the
easiest course was to be satisfied with work
already achieved and to return to the United
Kingdom with a final load of troops. The
reverse action was invariably executed, namely,
continued operation off the coast as long as
there were both -troops ashore to be evacuated
and vessels offshore to receive them. If the
craft in use was damaged or sunk the crew in-
variably seized some other boat to continue
their efforts.

Unaware of the military situation ashore and
often forced to move westward by bombard-
ment from German artillery or even by rifle
fire from advancing German forces, the majority
of these boats, commanded often by stokers or
" hostility only " seamen, had only one object
an view, to lit from the beach any, and all
troops, British or Allied, within sight of the
water's edge.

On their return to the United Kingdom when
asked to report their proceedings it was only
in answer to direct enquiry that it would trans-
pire that these young men had been subjected
in many cases, to an unparalleled bombard-
ment from the air. They appeared to consider
that this was part of the day's work requiring
no comment.

13. LOSSES OF TROOPS AFTER EMBARKATION.
It is a distressing fact -that many ships were

sunk or damaged on the return voyage when
laden with troops. But it is fortunate that in
most of such cases the majority of troops were
saved owing to the large volume of traffic that
was coming and going between Dunkirk and
the United Kingdom. Exceptions to this were
due to the rapidity with which certain ships
sank after having been bombed or torpedoed.
Such cases are as follows: —

WAKEFUL. Torpedoed. Ship broke in
half and only those on the upper deck were
saved. About 600 troops were below.

CRESTED EAGLE. Was bombed and
then beached in a burning condition. Only
about 300 saved out of 600 on board.

SKIPJACK. 250-300 troops on board,
most of whom, unfortunately, went down
with the ship when she sank.

WAVERLEY. 600 troops were on board
before ship was abandoned in sinking condi-
tion, but only 200-300 were picked up.
In all it is regretted that about 2,000 troops

must have been lost through these and similar
disasters on the return voyages to England.

14. CO-OPERATION OF THE FRENCH NAVY.
French warships and other vessels were

employed evacuating French troops from
Dunkirk Harbour, and on the last three nights
from the beach i£ miles eastward from Dunkirk.
Details are given in Appendix IV.

15. BASE ORGANISATION.
An operation of this magnitude involving the

maintenance and movements of close on 900
vessels and boats could not have been conducted
without the wholehearted and unceasing efforts
of the base establishments at Dover and
Ramsgate, as well as those at Sheerness and
Harwich in the Nore Command. At all these
places officers and men, Naval and civilian,
laboured unceasingly throughout the Operation.

In particular I wish to acknowledge the great
assistance received from the Commander-in-
Chief, Nore, Admiral the Hon. Sir Reginald
A. R. Plunkett-Ernle-Erle-Drax, K.C.B.,
D.S.O., who in many cases anticipated my re-
quests for assistance through his constant watch
on the progress of the Operation.

The prompt and unfailing assistance afforded
by the Chatham Depot in providing personnel
for .the numerous small craft, working parties
and beach parties, was a feature essential to the
successful outcome of the Operation.

The Naval Officer-in-Charge, Ramsgate,
Captain W. R. Phillimore, R.N., by taking
over the servicing and control of the great
majority of the small craft of the inshore
flotillas relieved Dover of an immense volume
of work which it would otherwise have been
impossible to handle.

It was also brought to my notice that at
Harwich an exceptional Naval and Military
system was in being for assisting those ships
which called there to make a quick turn round,
relieving the tired ships' companies of the work
of cleaning and clearing their vessels.

16. SERVICES OF STAFF, INCLUDING OFFICERS
TEMPORARILY APPOINTED.

I was fortunate in having the services of
Roar Admiral W. F. Wake-Walker, C.B.,
O.B.E., as Flag Officer afloat off Dunkirk, and
Captain W. G. Tennant, C.B., M.V.O., as
Senior Naval Officer, Dunkirk on shore.
Admiral Wake-Walker was responsible for
supervising the embarkation afloat and Captain
Tennant for organising embarkation from the
shore, keeping touch with the French Naval
Authorities and the staff of the British
Commander-in-Chief.

I cannot conclude this despatch without
reference to the splendid work of my staff under
the guidance of my Chief Staff Officer, Captain
L. V. Morgan, C.B.E., M.V.O., D.S.C.

Augmented by additional officers, including
both Army and Royal Air Force, especially
appointed for the occasion, their task of
organising and operating the large and varied
collection of H.M. Ships continued without a
pause day and night .throughout the 10 days
that the Operation lasted, and I can never
testify adequately to the excellence of their
work, upon the efficiency of which successful
results depended.

Finally I would like to pay tribute to the
valuable support and assistance which I received
throughout the whole course of the evacuation
from Vice Admiral Sir James Somerville,
K.C.B., D.S.O., who was appointed to H.M.S.
LYNX for special service in connection with
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the evacuation. The attributes of this officer
for initiative and resource are well known
throughout the Service, but . I venture to
express the opinion that never in the course of
his long and distinguished career have they been
put to better use than during the operations for
the evacuation of the Allied Armies from
Dunkirk.

17. RECOMMENDATIONS OF PERSONNEL.
I have already transmitted a brief list of those

recommended for immediate award or decora-
tion (which His Majesty has been pleased to
accept) and I will forward a further list at a
later date when time has permitted a full
examination of all the reports.

(Sgd.) B. H. RAMSAY,
Vice Admiral.

OPERATION " DYNAMO "—NARRATIVE OF
EVENTS

INTRODUCTION
As far as the Dover Command is concerned,

the genesis of this operatipn took place at a
War Office meeting on Sunday the igth May,
1940, at which the Vice Admiral, Dover, was
represented. This meeting discussed (i) Tenv
porary maintenance of the B.E.F. through Dun-
kirk, Calais and Boulogne, and (2) Evacuation
of personnel through Dunkirk, Calais and
Boulogne. Under -this last item was included,
amongst other items, the problem of " the
hazardous evacuation of very large Forces."
This was considered "to be unlikely." (This
problem ultimately became that of Operation
" Dynamo ").

2. The main decision of this meeting was
that the control must be delegated to the Vice
Admiral, Dover, and available shipping placed
at his disposal.

3. Further meetings were held at Dover on
the 20th May, and at the War Office on the 2ist
May, to consider the " emergency evacuation
across the Channel of very large Forces."
These meetings determined the number of per-
sonnel vessels and small craft available, and
confirmed that the control of all sea move-
ments rested with the Vice Admiral, Dover, a
liaison officer from the War Office Movement
Control and from the Ministry of Shipping
being attached to the Vice Admiral.

4. The need for air protection of sailings,
including the period of embarkation and dis-
embarkation was recognised, and was to be
arranged by the Vice Admiral, Dover, direct
with the Fighter Command.

5. The reception arrangements at the points
of disembarkation were -provided for. At the
Dover meeting it was pointed out that in the
event of evacuation it would be necessary to
make provision for lifting troops from beaches,
and that owing to the very .gradual shoaling of
the beaches it would be necessary to have a
large number of small boats to carry troops
from the beaches to the off-shore ships. Fur-
ther, it was thought extremely doubtful if the
whole of the troops to be evacuated could be
lifted from the beaches, and that, if at all
possible, the ports must 'be used as well.

6. Subsequent to the Dover meeting of the
20th May, continual telephone conversations
took place between Dover, the Admiralty,

Ministry of Shipping and the Commander-in-
Chief, Nore, as to the provision of small craft
for the final evacuation, and the provision 01
Naval personnel for manning the small boats
required -for ferrying and skoots and other
small vessels taken up for transport purposes.

7.- A meeting was held at the Admiralty on
Sunday, the 26th May, to consider the same
subject and to examine the number of craft
available. The notes of this meeting were sub-
sequently supplied to the Vice Admiral, Dover,
who was not represented at the Admiralty.

8. Meantime, on the 23rd May, evacuation
of Boulogne was started and completed on the
24th. The position was more complicated at
Calais where evacuation was limited to non-
fighting personnel; the fighting personnel having
to hold on in order to assist the main B.E.F.
Further, a supply ship with stores and trans-
port had to be unloaded at Calais for this
Force.

9. It was then apparent from all these events
that if the B.E.F. was to be evacuated the
only port available would be Dunkirk.

10. P.M. Sunday, the 2,6th: The military
situation was 'thought to have deteriorated so
rapidly that the Vice Admiral was informed
by the Admiralty that it was imperative for
" Dynamo " to be implemented with the
greatest vigour, with a view to lifting up to
45,000 of the B.E.F. within two days, at the
end of which it was probable that evacuation
would be termdnated by enemy action.

OPERATION " DYNAMO ".
NARRATIVE OF EVENTS.

Sunday, 2&th May, 1940.
Admiralty ordered Operation " Dynamo " to

commence at 1857. Prior to the receipt of this
order, the despatch of Personnel Vessels* to
Dunkirk had already commenced at 1500. At
this time a flow of two vessels every four hours
had been agreed to 'by the B.E.F., the first of
these reached Dover on the return trip at 2230
and 1,312 personnel were landed.

2. On this day the only Inshore Craft avail-
able to Vice-Admiral, Dover, were four Belgian
Passenger Launches and the Naval Small Craft
of the Dover Command such as Drifters, and
Motor Boats from the Contraband Control Base
at Ramsgate. The only ones capable of lifting
personnel direct from a beach being the boats
from Ramsgate. The Admiralty had been asked
for the supply of small boats, especially whalers
and cutters,* but there was always the difficulty
of arranging for the personnel to man them.
When mattters became urgent, the Admiralty
made a signal to the various Home Ports ask-
ing them to report how many cutters and
whalers could be made available for immediate
service under Vice-Admiral, Dover.

Monday, 2jth May.
3. The Vice-Admiral, Dover, was informed

by the Admiralty of the various steps taken to
supply coasting vessels, skoots,* motor boats
and other small craft including rowing boats

* Admiralty footnotes:
(i) The cutters and whalers are rowing boats

carried by H.M. Ships.
(ii) A skoot is a Dutch type of coasting vessel.
(iii) The Personnel Vessels were manned iisiost

wholy by members of the Merchant Navy ana
Fishing Fleets.


