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DUNKIRK DAD 

R J Burgess 

 

I never knew my grandfather. By the time I came along he‟d 

already been dead in the ground for over a decade and the 

eldest of his children wasn‟t far away from joining him.  

All I know of him now comes from a handful of faded 

photographs, his military record my mother was able to salvage 

and my mother‟s own sad recollections of her youth.  

All the same, I like to think that we would have got on 

if we‟d met. 

I look a bit like him, apparently.  

In my mind I picture him being one of those typical 

grandfatherly types. You know, the ones who spend their days 

pottering around the garden moaning about all the slugs on 

their lettuces and then spend their evenings falling asleep in 

front of the TV. The sort of man who regales you for hours 

with heroic stories of people who have been dead for over 50 

years and then complains about his failing health every time 

he needs to take a pee. 

“I was at Dunkirk!” he would say indignantly, as though 

that fact alone should be enough to keep all the world‟s ills 

away from him. “One of the last off the beaches, you know. 

Almost didn‟t make it.” 

I picture myself aged four or five, perched on his knee 

as he ruffles my hair and hands me a Werther's Original. 
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“What‟s Dunkirk, granddad?” I would ask and he would 

chuckle at my wide-eyed innocence. 

“Why, only the greatest moment of the Second World War!” 

he would reply, chest swelling with patriotic pride. “I was 

there, if you can believe it! Down on the beaches with the 

rest of the British forces. The Jerry had our backs to the sea 

– could have wiped us all out if they hadn‟t been late getting 

to us. But Churchill was prepared. He sent every boat he could 

spare, God bless that man! Fishing boats, ferries, little 

dinghies, you name it. All for us. And you should consider 

yourself lucky that he did, little Robert, because if I hadn‟t 

survived that day then you wouldn‟t even be here now!” 

My mother was born shortly after the war, you see, one of 

the so-called boom generation that helped Britain re-build 

during the 60s. In my mind, he was always proud of that fact. 

My mother had always been his favourite child. 

In those moments, he would remove his wireframe glasses 

and wipe a silent tear from his cheek and I, stupid little kid 

that I was, would stare blankly up at him, my mouth sticky 

with sweets. 

But it‟s all lies. The patriotism, the propaganda, the 

kindly granddad, the pride.  

Lies. 

The truth, like all things in the past, is rather harder 

to make out. From what little my mother has told me of her dad, 

he wasn‟t exactly the easiest of men to get along with.  
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„A right shit‟ would be a nice way of putting it. He was 

a closet alcoholic for most of his life, an open gambler and 

life-long hater of the Irish. He and his wife would often 

argue so loud that my mother thought they would kill each 

other. They were both always sporting fresh bruises. 

The war changed him, everyone said. Dunkirk left him a 

shadow of the man he‟d once been. A hunched, grey faced figure, 

burdened with the guilt of what he was forced to do and with 

no one to take his anger out on other than himself. 

If family lore is to be believed, my granddad was one of 

the last off the beaches on that fateful day. By the time he 

managed to make it to the coast, there were more Germans in 

the area than friendly soldiers and the sky was filled with 

aircraft and heavy machine-gun fire.  

He and the scattered remnants of the unit he‟d become 

attached to were forced to hide out in shell holes for the 

best part of a day, hugging the sands as anti-aircraft fire 

rippled through the air above them. Heavy mortars boomed all 

around them and the sea was churned to foam by the endless 

machine gun fire.  

The boats looked like little more than toys bobbing above 

the waves. Hard to believe they were supposedly there to 

rescue them. 

It must have been chaos.  

Some call Dunkirk a major victory on the part of the 

British, a turning point of the war in which our nation 
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finally pulled itself together to save itself from the brink 

of destruction and hit back at the Germans.  

Unlike the French, we hadn‟t let ourselves be surrounded 

and cut off from our supply lines. We were still strong, we 

told ourselves. We would never surrender, no matter the odds. 

My grandfather called this bullshit. “It were a retreat,” 

he insisted. “Plain and simple. Most shameful moment of my 

life, so it were. Serves us right for calling ourselves 

invincible.” 

„Invincible.‟ That was the word used by the allies to 

describe the French Maginot line. It had been built at the 

culmination of the First World War. Was said to be 

impenetrable against a head-on attack.  

They were wrong. When, in May 1940, the front lines 

suddenly found themselves facing an army of some 136 divisions 

of infantry and 2,500 tanks, not to mention the most deadly 

air-fleet ever constructed, it wasn‟t a fortnight before the 

allies were falling back and Belgium was waving the white flag 

of surrender. 

Historians now tell us that the Germans managed to steer 

the remaining allies into a bottleneck towards the beaches of 

Dunkirk and there – out in the open and with only the sea 

behind us – the Germans planned to meet us head on and wipe us 

off the face of the Earth. 

Had they been successful that day, Britain would have 

surrendered just as quickly as the Belgians. The war for 

Europe would have been over. Germany would have been able to 
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focus all its power on the war to the East and history would 

have turned out very differently indeed. 

Fortunately, someone blundered on the German side. For 

some reason they held back at the moment when they should have 

struck, delaying the arrival of the German planes by at least 

a week and giving the British just enough time to pull off one 

of the greatest rescue missions ever attempted.  

It all sounds so very grandiose when phrased in such 

terms, but for my grandfather at least, it was far more real.  

“I weren‟t even there when it started. I were almost 50 

miles south of the beaches, just done with the latest delivery 

to the troops at Lille.”  

My grandfather was Quarter-Master Sergeant with the Royal 

Army Ordinance-Corps at the time, essentially a glorified 

postman who was responsible for travelling through the allied 

camps delivering invoices to the catering companies that kept 

the troops fed. The problem with any war is that there are 

always a lot of mouths to feed and someone, somewhere, always 

has to foot the bill. My grandfather was responsible for 

making sure that was done.  

He travelled with an assistant most of the time, a 

moustachioed man from Lancaster whose name he claimed never to 

remember. They both had motorbikes and satchels full of 

letters and their job for most of the war was to zip up and 

down the front line, passing out messages at every stop and 

collecting invoices where he could. 

“Never fired a bloody shot all war.” 
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The way he would later tell it, my grandfather was just 

about finished with his deliveries in France and was returning 

back to the British Army Base along the French-Belgian border 

when he ran into his first problem. 

The base wasn‟t there anymore. As hard as it was to 

believe, Belgium had fallen to the German Blitzkrieg while 

he‟d been away delivering messages. The Maginot line had been 

breached by simple virtue of being completely circumnavigated 

and my granddad was suddenly finding himself on the wrong side 

of the front line.  

In enemy territory. 

Thinking fast, he hid. He and his Lancastrian friend – 

whose name he could never remember - ditched their transport 

the first chance they got, opting instead to travel on foot by 

night and hide out in disused barns during the day. They knew 

the allies must have retreated to the coast – it was the only 

way they could go – and so that was where they went, trusting 

in military protocol alone to see them home safely. 

Every night, one of the two would scout a little way 

ahead of the other before returning to report on what they‟d 

seen. They rationed their food between them as best they could 

and slept with one eye permanently open, their pistols ever-

loaded by their sides.  

After a week of such treatment, my grandfather was, in 

his own words, a wreck. Infested with lice from his nights on 

the hard ground, and his stomach growling so loudly he was 

convinced it would lead the Germans right to them. His feet 
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were so covered in blisters, every step was like grinding 

glass into his toes. But apparently he was glad for the pain; 

it was the only thing keeping him awake most nights.  

Then there came the night when my grandfather returned 

from scouting only to find his friend steaming drunk. He had 

stumbled upon an entire crate of cider while my grandfather 

was away – some poor French farmer‟s stash squirreled away for 

the war. Rather than save it, the Lancastrian had instead 

chosen to crack open a few bottles there and then and was now 

blind drunk, singing at the top of his lungs and laughing to 

himself in a way that horrified my grandfather.  

“Shut up!” my grandfather pleaded. “We‟ve got to get 

going!” 

“Ah, let those fuckers hear me!” he swore, chuckling to 

himself. “What does it matter anyway? It‟s all gone! France is 

gone. Belgium‟s gone. Face it: the war‟s over before it even 

began. What‟s the point of continuing?” 

Such fatalism was common during the war and my granddad 

was no different. He knew a lost cause when he saw one. 

Turning his back on his friend was one of the hardest 

things my granddad ever did, but it was either that or risk 

facing the Germans and my grandfather was anything but a 

pushover.  

He slipped away quietly into the darkness once more, 

leaving his nameless moustachioed friend to his fate. 

He never saw him again. 
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A few more days of travelling and my granddad finally 

arrived at the beaches of Dunkirk, just in time to see the 

German army finally arrive, pissed off at having been held up 

for all that time and ready to wreck havoc upon the British 

forces.  

Since he had no platoon to report to, my granddad was 

forced to wait almost right until the last moment for a boat. 

All the commanding officers had left by this point and it was 

more or less every man for himself. 

By that time, there were only a handful of boats left in 

the area that were willing to ferry anyone home and every 

remaining soldier was swamping their sides. The sea was white 

with foam around them and the shallows were filled with the 

burning ruins of twisted shapes that might once have been 

boats or planes or perhaps human remains. 

Well, my grandfather had come this far, made too many 

sacrifices to simply back out now. They had to make a dash for 

it – a terrifying sprint across a hundred yards of naked sand 

between them and the waiting boats. It was that or be left 

behind and my grandfather wasn‟t about to let that happen. 

He ran.  

German planes flew overhead slicing ribbons into the 

landscape around him. Water flew up in fountains as the 

bullets hammered into the ocean. The remaining boats rocked on 

the water, several close to capsizing.  

Still he ran, dozens of others beside him.  
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Make it to the boats: that‟s all that mattered. Make it 

to the boats and everything would be OK.  

Through the shallows he ran splash, splash, splash, 

engines purring overhead, soldiers calling out to them in 

English, French, German shouts behind them. Gunfire peppered 

the air around them. Chaos. Noise. 

It was obvious from the first that some weren‟t going to 

make it. 

The boat nearest to my grandfather was already setting 

off. It wasn‟t full yet but its captain was terrified and 

determined to bail. My grandfather screamed at him to stop – 

wait! – but he just stared blankly past him as though he 

couldn‟t see.  

Or didn‟t want to.  

“I‟m sorry,” he muttered as he turned his boat away. “God 

help me, I‟m sorry.” 

Onwards my grandfather pressed. Wading out into the 

shallows and then beyond, discarding equipment from his side 

like a snake shedding skin.  

Other men were at his side, running for the same boat. 

One of them was a young man. “A private, he were. Barely 

sixteen if he were a day.” He had been keeping good pace with 

my granddad while they ran over the sands, but now they were 

in the water, he was floundering. His face was a mask of panic 

and he shrieked every time a plane flew overhead.  
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My granddad felt a heavy weight grab his arm and he 

looked back to find the boy grabbing onto him, his fingers 

white as he clutched at his sleeve. 

“Help me!” he cried. “I can‟t swim!”  

The poor kid was petrified, but there was nothing my 

grandfather could do to help him. The kid was grabbing on to 

him, pulling him under the water in his terror so that he 

could hardly breathe himself.  

The boat was pulling steadily away now – another few 

moments and it would be gone!  

Thinking fast, my grandfather did the only thing he could. 

He spun round in the water – smack – his fist crunching into 

the young private‟s face and making a ruin of his nose. The 

boy fell back screaming in shock. 

Freed, my grandfather swam out the extra few metres and 

hauled himself over the side of the boat into the arms of his 

fellow soldiers. 

He sat shivering at the stern of the boat, the young 

private‟s blood congealing over his hand. Someone offered him 

a cigarette and he took it.  

He never looked back. 

“That were the most miserable four hours of my life,” he 

told my mother when she asked him about it later. “I didn‟t 

kill a single bloody German in that war. Nah. Just two of our 

own. A victory? I were the worst bloody soldier that ever put 

on a uniform and Dunkirk was a shambles of a battle.” 
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From there it was just a matter of a few days – time for 

a quick debrief, a shake-down and a train journey home – 

before my grandfather was back in the arms of his wife.  

And she was just as shocked to see him as he was her. 

She‟d only just that morning received the telegram saying that 

he was dead. 

A week later and my grandfather was back off to the army 

again, ready to deliver letters to those that needed it. He 

never went back to France again. He never fought the Germans 

again. For him, at least, his war started and ended at Dunkirk. 

“And thank the fucking Lord for that.” 

I never did know my grandfather but then I‟m not sure 

many people did. Whatever the truth of these half-remembered 

recollections, whatever the real story hiding between the 

drunken rambles, I am proud of my grandfather and what he did 

that day.  

Though his deeds will never go down in history or find 

themselves being re-enacted by historians, still my 

grandfather fought at Dunkirk and lived to tell the tale. If 

it hadn‟t been for his determination to live that day, his 

sheer bloody-mindedness to survive in face of such terrifying 

adversity, I wouldn‟t even be here now.  

And that, when all is said and done, is all I need to 

know. 

 

 

 


