Winston Churchill and the beaches of Sandy Island
by Graham Brazier

“We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we
shall fight in the fields and in the streets...” said Winston Churchill on June
4, 1940 in response to the demoralizing retreat and evacuation of 330,000
Allied troops from the beaches of Dunkirk in northern France to the safety
of the U.K. following an unsuccessful attempt to defend the French and
Belgian borders against German invaders. His determination to overcome
this disaster and to evict the occupying German forces from France and
Belgium was further revealed later that same day when he created an
organization to coordinate the efforts of the allied armed forces with the
objective of initiating a massive amphibious campaign to retake the
beaches of northern France. The organization became known as
‘Combined Ops’ — a short form of its formal name: ‘Combined Operations’.
It was charged with developing an elaborate plan that involved the design
and construction of thousands — yes, thousands — of assault landing craft
as well as an extensive training programme for both soldiers and sailors in
how to work together to maximize their effectiveness on the beaches of
France.

And yet, two years later, following further defeat and disastrous loses on
the beaches of Dieppe on August 20, 1942, training programmes for the
operation of assault landing craft were intensified and undertaken at a
number of new locations throughout the world of the allies. Courtenay was
one of two Canadian locations where Combined Ops initiated an extensive
training programme for an amphibious assault on the beaches of northern
France. In 1943 Goose Spit, under the name of HMCS Naden (lll), and
subsequently HMCS Givenchy lll, became the centre for the training of
hundreds of men who were temporarily housed in a camp where Vanier
School now stands. The same year saw the opening the RCAF training
base at Comox and for a couple of years the Comox Valley was home to all
three of Canada’s armed forces as they prepared for, what was to be the
largest seaborne invasion in history; D-Day, June 6, 1944.

During that time it seems that the numerous sandy beaches in the vicinity
of Goose Spit, including those of Sandy Island — better known by Denman



Island residents as Tree Island — as well as those of Henry Bay on
Denman Island may have stood in for the beaches of Normandy. Though
reliable information regarding the specifics of military training is sketchy it is
evident that 1943 was a busy year for the resident Combined Ops trainees
and the 43 assault landing craft stationed at Goose Spit. In May of 1943
Henry Bay and Village (Denman) Point were the site of training exercises
that involved 15 assault craft. The nature of these exercises is not revealed
in the military sources but | am not aware that any evidence of the
exercises remains on either of these beaches. On the other hand physical
evidence that Sandy Island was used for assault craft landing training
abounds. Rusted remnants of unidentifiable machinery, which may be a
beached landing craft, are still found in the shifting sands of the 81 acre
island as is “the shattered remnants of a concrete pillbox”. One source has
reported that, in preparation for the assault on Normandy and as host of a
number of “war games”, Sandy Island was “bombed, shelled and strung
with barbed wire”.

In 1966, twenty-two years after the much celebrated victory on D-Day,
Sandy Island was designated a provincial park and in a subsequent
electronic sweep of the island, conducted by armed forces in 1973, along
with an abundance of shrapnel, Churchill’s words of 1940 were brought to
mind once again when one live shell was uncovered.
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Further reading: “An Explorer’s Guide: Marine Parks of British Columbia,”
Peter Chettleburgh, Maclean Hunter, Vancouver, 1985.
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Epilogue: In 2004 the city of Courtenay installed a commemorative plaque
(“Commemorating Courtenay’s Military Heritage”) in Simms Park (across
the 5th Street bridge from downtown on the right hand side) which features
an image of a Combined Operations “landing assault craft”.






