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A Near Miss: How Dunkirk Nearly Fell to Hitler 

Introduction 

In the early summer of 1940, the Allied forces faced catastrophe on the beaches of 

Dunkirk. The rapid and brutal success of Hitler’s Blitzkrieg across Western Europe 

had shattered French defences and trapped over 300,000 British and French troops 

along the Channel coast. 1 What followed—an audacious evacuation known as 

Operation Dynamo. This was hailed in Britain as a miracle of resilience and 

ingenuity. Yet, beneath the triumphant narrative lies a far more precarious reality: the 

Allied position at Dunkirk was nearly lost, and only a confluence of unexpected 

German hesitation and frantic British effort prevented disaster. 

At the heart of the debate surrounding Dunkirk is a central mystery: why did Hitler 

not press the advantage and crush the stranded British Expeditionary Force (BEF)? 2 

Some historians argue that Hitler’s infamous “Halt Order” on May 24, 1940, was 

driven by a desire to preserve his panzer divisions for the continued advance on 

Paris, or due to Hermann Göring’s overconfidence in the Luftwaffe's ability to finish 

the job from the air. 3 Others suggest that Hitler saw a potential peace deal with 

Britain and intentionally allowed their army to escape as a gesture of goodwill. 4 

Meanwhile, the British predicament itself was largely the result of flawed inter-Allied 

coordination, poor strategic foresight, and the underestimation of German military 

speed and effectiveness. 5 

This essay will argue that the success of the Dunkirk evacuation was far from 

inevitable. Instead, it was the outcome of German miscalculation, Allied disarray, and 

a race against time. By analysing both Hitler’s controversial decision to halt his 

advance and the circumstances that left the British so vulnerable, it becomes clear 

that Dunkirk was not a miracle, but a narrow escape from what could have been a 

decisive and devastating German victory. 

 
1 Antony Beevor, The Second World War (London: Little, Brown, 2012), 78. 
2 Ian Kershaw, Hitler: A Biography (London: Penguin, 2008), 412. 
3 Hugh Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk: Fight to the Last Man (London: Penguin, 2006), 145. 
4 Kershaw, Hitler, 415 
5 Julian Thompson, Dunkirk: Retreat to Victory (London: Pan Books, 2009), 92. 
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Background to the Crisis 

The road to Dunkirk began with a catastrophic misreading of German strategy. In the 

spring of 1940, the Allies expected a repeat of the First World War’s static trench 

warfare. 6 Accordingly, French and British forces moved to fortify Belgium and the 

Maginot Line, anticipating a German advance through the Low Countries. Instead, 

the Wehrmacht executed Fall Gelb (Case Yellow), a bold and unexpected 

manoeuvre through the Ardennes Forest, a region considered impassable by tanks. 
7 

The German panzer divisions, led by generals such as Heinz Guderian and Erwin 

Rommel, punched through the Ardennes with speed and bypassed the heavily 

defended Franco-British front. 8 They drove westward, reaching the Channel coast at 

Abbeville by May 20, 1940, cutting off the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), along 

with large elements of the French First Army and Belgian troops, from the rest of 

France. 9 Within days, the Allies in northern France were encircled in a shrinking 

pocket around Dunkirk. 

The British predicament was partly of their own making. Poor communication and 

coordination with French forces, combined with rigid adherence to outdated war 

plans, left the BEF vulnerable to encirclement. 10 While French troops resisted 

bravely in places like Sedan, their defensive lines crumbled too quickly under the 

weight of German armour and air power. 11 Furthermore, the British government had 

not anticipated needing a large-scale evacuation so early in the war, and logistical 

planning was minimal at best. 12 

 

 

 
6 Beevor, The Second World War, 81. 
7 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 112. 
8 Thompson, Dunkirk, 67. 
9 Ibid., 73. 
10 Beevor, The Second World War, 89. 
11 Nicholas Stargardt, *The German War: A Nation Under Arms, 1939-1945* (New York: Basic Books, 
2015), 104. 
12 Thompson, Dunkirk, 85 
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The German Halt Order: A Puzzling Pause 

One of the most hotly debated moments of the Dunkirk crisis is the Halt Order issued 

by Adolf Hitler on May 24, 1940. 13 With German armoured divisions poised just 

miles from Dunkirk, capable of striking a fatal blow to the trapped Allied forces, Hitler 

unexpectedly ordered a temporary halt to the advance. 14 This pause lasted nearly 

three days, and it proved decisive. During this window, the British and French forces 

hastily organized their defences and initiated Operation Dynamo, the massive 

evacuation effort. 

Why did Hitler hesitate? Historians remain divided, and several competing theories 

offer possible explanations: 

1. Concerns for Terrain and Logistics 

Some military historians argue that the terrain around Dunkirk—marshy, 

crisscrossed with canals, and unsuitable for tanks. This led senior German 

commanders, particularly Field Marshal von Rundstedt, to advocate for a 

pause. 15,16 

2. The Luftwaffe’s Overconfidence 

Another major theory places the blame on Hermann Göring, head of 

the Luftwaffe. 17 

3. A Political Calculus 

A more controversial interpretation suggests that Hitler deliberately allowed 

the British to escape, hoping it would encourage peace talks. 18 

4. Simple Misjudgement 
Finally, some historians such as Frieser propose that the pause was nothing 

more than a miscalculation resulting from a product of overconfidence and a 

belief that the war was already won. 19,20 

 
13 Kershaw, Hitler, 418. 
14 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 201. 
15 Thompson, Dunkirk, 120. 
16 Karl-Heinz Frieser, The Blitzkrieg Legend: The 1940 Campaign in the West, trans. John T. 
Greenwood (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2005), 215. 
17 Kershaw, Hitler, 420. 
18 Stargardt, The German War, 110. 
19 Beevor, The Second World War, 95. 
20 Frieser, The Blitzkrieg Legend, 223. 
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Regardless of the reasoning, the result was the same: Hitler's hesitation gave the 

Allies just enough time to dig in, hold off the German advance, and begin ferrying 

troops across the Channel. Without the Halt Order, it is likely that the evacuation 

would have been either drastically smaller or impossible. 

Operation Dynamo: A Desperate Gamble 

When it became clear that the Allied pocket around Dunkirk could not hold, the 

British government activated Operation Dynamo on May 26 1940, they followed an 

improvised evacuation plan directed by Vice Admiral Bertram Ramsay. 21 The initial 

goal was modest: to evacuate 45,000 troops over two days. Yet as the situation on 

the ground evolved and the scale of the encirclement became clear, this effort 

rapidly transformed into a vast and chaotic rescue mission involving hundreds of 

naval and civilian vessels. 

Dunkirk’s only major harbour was under constant Luftwaffe attack, so much of the 

evacuation had to be conducted from the beaches. 22 Troops waded through shallow 

water to reach naval destroyers and transports, while smaller craft, the now 

legendary “Little Ships” of Dunkirk, ferried soldiers from the beaches to larger 

vessels waiting offshore. 23 Despite Luftwaffe raids and logistical chaos, the 

evacuation gathered momentum. From May 26 to June 4, over 338,000 soldiers 

were rescued, far surpassing anyone’s expectations. 24 

Still, it was far from smooth. The operation faced several near-failures: 

• The Luftwaffe bombed the town and port relentlessly, destroying vital piers 

and killing many troops awaiting evacuation. 25 

• The Royal Air Force (RAF) struggled to maintain air cover over the beaches 

due to the distance from British airfields. 26 

 
21 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 225. 
22 Thompson, Dunkirk, 150. 
23 Ibid., 155. 
24 Beevor, The Second World War, 102. 
25 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 240. 
26 Thompson, Dunkirk, 162. 
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• French forces, many of whom held the perimeter to allow the evacuation to 

continue, felt betrayed as they were among the last to be evacuated. 27 

Despite the success, Operation Dynamo was a military retreat, not a victory. Virtually 

all heavy equipment, including tanks, artillery and trucks were left behind. Had the 

German advance not paused when it did, the evacuation would likely have been a 

catastrophic failure. 28 

Aftermath and Historical Implications 

Though hailed in Britain as a moment of triumph and unity, the evacuation of Dunkirk 

was a narrow escape from annihilation. 29 The successful evacuation preserved the 

bulk of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), allowing Britain to continue the war. 

Yet the implications went far beyond the immediate numbers. Dunkirk shaped both 

the military and psychological trajectory of World War II. 

In the short term, the loss of virtually all British heavy weaponry, vehicles, and 

ammunition meant that Britain was left defenceless on the ground. 30 Had Hitler 

chosen to launch an invasion across the Channel in the summer of 1940 with his 

Operation Sea Lion, it may have been successful. 31 That invasion never came, 

however, and Dunkirk’s outcome gave Winston Churchill the political breathing 

space he needed to rally the nation and reject peace negotiations with Hitler. 32 

The event also contributed to the creation of the so-called “Dunkirk Spirit”, becoming 

a powerful mythos of unity, sacrifice, and resilience that galvanized public support for 

the war effort. 33 Churchill himself was quick to temper the public’s euphoria, 

famously reminding Parliament, “Wars are not won by evacuations.” 34 Yet he 

 
27 Beevor, The Second World War, 108. 
28 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 260. 
29 Kershaw, Hitler, 425. 
 
30 Thompson, Dunkirk, 180. 
31 Stargardt, The German War, 118. 
32 Kershaw, Hitler, 428. 
33 Beevor, The Second World War, 115. 
34 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 275. 
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understood the moment’s value: turning a disaster narrowly avoided into a symbol of 

British endurance. 

From the German side, the failure to capture or destroy the BEF remains one of 

Hitler’s greatest strategic blunders. 35 Had he pressed the attack instead of halting, 

he might have dealt Britain a crippling blow. The Halt Order has since been seen as 

a rare moment where Hitler’s political instincts overrode sound military advice; a 

decision with consequences that echoed for the rest of the war. 36 

In retrospect, Dunkirk’s importance lies in what didn’t happen: the fall of Britain. If the 

BEF had been captured, Britain might have been forced to the negotiating table or 

left militarily crippled. 37 Without Britain as a base of operations and defiance, the 

United States would have had no Western partner when it entered the war, and the 

Allied liberation of Europe may have never occurred. 38 

Conclusion: A Narrow Escape That Changed History 

Dunkirk stands not only as a symbol of national perseverance, but also as a striking 

reminder of how history can hinge on hesitation, miscalculation, and sheer luck. 39 

Far from a planned triumph, the evacuation was a desperate reaction to a rapidly 

collapsing front that was made possible only by a temporary German pause, 

favourable weather, and extraordinary improvisation. 40 It was a close-run thing. Had 

Hitler pushed his armoured divisions forward, or had the Luftwaffe proven more 

effective, the beaches of Dunkirk might have become the graveyard of the British 

Expeditionary Force. 

The reasons behind Hitler’s inaction remain debated: strategic caution, Göring’s 

misplaced confidence, Hitler’s political overtures to Britain, or simple overconfidence 

in victory. 41 Meanwhile, the British and French found themselves in this dire 

predicament due to outdated assumptions, weak coordination, and the shocking 

 
35 Kershaw, Hitler, 430. 
36 Stargardt, The German War, 125. 
37 Thompson, Dunkirk, 195. 
38 Beevor, The Second World War, 120. 
39 Sebag-Montefiore, Dunkirk, 290. 
40 Kershaw, Hitler, 435. 
41 Stargardt, The German War, 130. 
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speed of the German advance.  Neither side planned for Dunkirk to unfold the way it 

did, but its outcome profoundly shaped the future of the war. 42 In the end, Dunkirk 

was not a victory, but a rescue. Yet it was a rescue that preserved the possibility of 

Allied resistance and, ultimately, victory. That the evacuation succeeded at all was 

extraordinary. That it almost failed is what makes it one of the most pivotal moments 

in modern history. 43 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
42 Thompson, Dunkirk, 210. 
43 Beevor, The Second World War, 128. 
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