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Historical author and sailor dedicated to preserving the

unsung human stories of maritime bravery during World War II.

When Operation Dynamo is remembered today, popular culture often focuses on

sweeping cinematic views: vast military operations, grand naval fleets, and dogfights echoing

across the skies of 1940. While these historical portrayals capture the immense scale of the

evacuation of over 330,000 Allied troops, they can obscure the quiet, individual bravery that

made the rescue possible.

In his latest historical book, May 1940: Destination Dunkirk: The Mission of a "Little Ship", author

Michael E. Wills shifts the focus away from high-level military strategy to examine the deeply

human element of Dunkirk through the story of an ordinary civilian crew. Wills’ work centers on

the Bee, a humble vessel crewed not by trained combatants, but by everyday harbor workers

who sailed directly into a war zone. Grounded in personal heritage, meticulous historical

research, and a lifelong connection to the maritime world, Wills brings readers aboard to

experience the raw reality of the evacuation from the deck of a small civilian ship.
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A LIFETIME CONNECTION TO HISTORY

For Michael E. Wills, the narrative of the

Bee is rooted in his own childhood

memories. Born during the Second World

War, Wills grew up in the household of his

great-uncle, Bill Trowbridge the real-life

inspiration for the character Ben

Bainbridge in the book. Throughout his

youth, Wills spent considerable time

visiting his uncle both at home and at the

local harbor. 

During those visits, he regularly interacted

with the harbor crew, including the ship's

engineer and men who had taken part in

the dangerous voyage to Dunkirk. To a

young boy, they appeared simply as

ordinary workmen carrying out routine

maritime tasks. Like many veterans of that

era, the men rarely spoke of their wartime

experiences, and details about the

evacuation were seldom shared.

"These were ordinary workmen who spent much of their lives on routine sea journeys. It

was only later in life that I realized that these men had done something very special."

— MICHAEL E. WILLS

As the years passed, Wills felt a growing imperative to record their experiences before they were

lost entirely to time. "Someone, more clever than me, once said, 'A story that is not told, dies,'"

says Wills. "As I approach the end of my life, I felt an increasing duty not to let this story die, but

to tell it."

Rather than focusing on broad troop movements or high-ranking generals, Wills aimed to

portray the Dunkirk story on a human scale. His narrative highlights the profound moment when

ordinary men were asked to risk everything for others, prompting readers to reflect on what

choice they might have made when faced with remaining aboard or returning home on May 28,

1940.

BRIDGING PERSONAL ACCOUNTS AND OFFICIAL RECORDS

Constructing an authentic historical narrative required synthesizing personal documents with

official documentation. Wills had access to a rare primary source: the personal diary kept by the



engineer of the Bee. While the diary provided a subjective, firsthand perspective of life on board,

Wills cross-referenced its entries with official Admiralty records.

This research process allowed him to align the engineer's personal observations with official

naval logs regarding ship locations, vessel losses, and casualties across the Channel. By pairing

archival evidence with human experience, Wills reconstructed the dialogue, internal tensions,

and daily hazards faced by the crew under extreme conditions.

Wills’ background as an amateur sailor further informed his writing. Having personally navigated

the waters of the English Channel where the evacuation took place, he drew on his

understanding of seamanship to accurately describe the physical environment the tides,

weather conditions, and the practical challenges of handling a small vessel in open waters.

UNARMED CIVILIANS IN A CONFLICT ZONE

What distinguishes the crew of the Bee from standard military narratives is their civilian status.

The men on board were completely unarmed and possessed no military training. Despite these

vulnerabilities, they chose to navigate dangerous waters to assist in the rescue effort.

"An act of bravery by people, anywhere, who are prepared to risk all, for others, requires a

special kind of courage."

— MICHAEL E. WILLS

By documenting their journey, Michael E. Wills ensures that the contributions of these civilian

mariners remain part of the historical record, offering readers an authentic look at courage, duty,

and endurance during one of the pivotal moments of the twentieth century.
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