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DUNKIRK, FRANCE —  1 JUNE 1940 —  3:06 P.M. 

The boy’s lungs were burning, and his eyes streaming with 

tears. 

He had to get to En gland. It was now or never. The smoke 

was all around him, acrid cordite and sulphurous petrol. He 

kept on running,  every breath a sharp stab in his chest. He had 

to keep going, had to reach the water’s edge, had to get beyond 

the upturned burning vehicles and the dead and dying men 

lying on the beach. He kept his eyes fixed on the hundreds 

of boats of  every shape and size anchored in the water: 

barges and sailing yachts, naval destroyers and passenger 

liners. It seemed  every boat in Britain had made the journey 

across the Channel to help its soldiers escape the advancing 

German Army.

He stumbled over discarded equipment, soldiers’ canvas 

packs, ammunition boxes and piles of guns. Then the boy 
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heard the sharp roar of aeroplane engines at close range. He 

turned. Three Messerschmitt fighters were racing straight 

 towards him, and they were no more than fifty feet above 

his head. 

The water was only about two hundred yards away now. He 

was so close. The boy tripped and stumbled as the planes 

flashed overhead. Suddenly he realized he’d lost his money 

belt. Its zipped compartment contained his whole life, every­

thing he had managed to snatch from home the afternoon he 

had made his escape: photos of his parents and brother, his 

identity card and German passport, the last of his money. 

He crawled over the sand on his knees, searching for it, 

machine­gun fire kicking up columns of sand around him. 

Something glinted a few feet away. He snaked  towards it on 

elbows and knees. It was his father’s gold wristwatch, which 

had been tucked inside the belt for safekeeping. At least he had 

found that. The Nazis had taken every thing else. 

There was a sudden blast of whistles along the foreshore, 

and the sound of orders bellowed above the explosions and 

gunfire. The rescue boats were leaving. 

He sprinted the last few feet to the water, plunging into 

the surf. Another wave of German planes circled to the west, 

lining up for an attack. He spotted a small wooden riverboat 

with a green hull and white trim. It was only about fifty yards 

away but it was already completely overloaded with troops. Its 
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skipper, a duffle­coated man with a pipe clenched between his 

teeth, was pulling up the anchor. 

The boy waded out. Within a few steps he was out of his 

depth. He was a strong swimmer, and the cold water revived 

him. He lifted his head to check his position and saw a plume 

of black exhaust appear from the back of the riverboat as the 

skipper engaged the propellers. 

“Bitte warten Sie!” the boy shouted at the top of his voice.

But they  didn’t understand. They  weren’t going to wait for 

him. The boat was beginning to move forward on the swell, 

the captain looking to maneuver through the burning wreck­

age of other sinking boats.

The boy knew if he let go of his father’s watch he  could gain 

a little more speed, but he refused to do it. It was all he had 

left. Instead he plunged his head into the water and kicked 

harder. He had to keep going. He had to make it.

And then his arm struck the side of the boat and he pulled 

his head up. The boat was so overloaded it was only a foot 

above the water. He grabbed the rope around the side with one 

hand, fighting for breath, and found himself being dragged 

along. 

A plume of water erupted in front of the boat. A bomb. The 

skipper spun the wheel. The boy thought his arm would be 

torn from his shoulder as the boat rode into the swell from the 

bomb’s impact. His head slammed against the hull.
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“Hilfe! Hilf mir!” he yelled. He felt his grip on the sodden 

rope weaken, knew he  couldn’t hold on much longer. His head 

sank beneath the waves.

Suddenly, strong hands grabbed him under his armpits 

and he found himself being hauled up over the side of the boat. 

He opened his eyes. He was lying on his back on the deck, 

gasping for breath, retching. A group of British soldiers was 

staring down at him. They were all bandaged and bloodied. He 

smelled cigarette smoke. One of them kicked him lightly in 

the ribs.

“Hilfe? You said, ‘Hilf mir.’ What are you, a Kraut?”

The boy nodded and staggered to his feet. “Please, I am 

also from Herr Hitler escaping.” He had to convince them to 

take him with them. “Victory for En gland!” he shouted desper­

ately. Then his eyes rolled up into his head and he pitched 

forward onto the deck.

LONDON, ENGLAND —  1 JUNE 1940 —  4:30 P.M.

A girl with long chestnut hair leaned right out of the passenger 

window of a black car as it hurtled down Haverstock Hill 

 towards the center of London. In large white letters on the 

car’s bodywork were the words Blood Transfusion Service. 

The girl was proud to be finally helping with the war effort. 

She gripped the doorframe with one hand and rang a large 

brass bell for all it was worth with the other.

176807_01_001-344_r4nj.indd   4 5/4/13   1:13 PM




