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The film Dunkirk has served to remind all of us of the heroism shown during the 
evacuation of our troops between 26 May and 4 June 1940.  
 
Amongst those who played a part in the rescue of so many was the young Edward 
Mills Grace.  He was born on 5 June 1915 and he was the elder son of Dr Edgar 
Mervyn Grace who lived in Pullins Green and at Park House in Thornbury.  “Ted”, as 
he was known, followed in the family footsteps and qualified as a doctor at Bristol 
University and he took up a post in Bristol Royal Infirmary in 1939.  Before the 
outbreak of war Ted had been a member of Bristol University’s Officer Training 
Corps and so in May 1940 he was commissioned into the Royal Army Medical Corps. 
During his very first week in the RAMC he experienced what must have been almost 
literally a ‘baptism of fire’.  He was loaned to the Royal Navy and on the 
minesweeper HMS Halcyon he took part in the evacuation of the wounded at 
Dunkirk.  Various accounts on the internet say that Ted Grace made at least four 
crossings to the Dunkirk beaches on this ship, although it seems that the HMS 
Halcyon made five crossings in all and rescued a total of 2,271 troops.   
 
The accounts of the experiences of the HMS Halcyon’s crew and medical staff create 
images in one’s imagination every bit as vivid in their way as this latest film.  For 
example, just before 1am on June 1st 1940 the Halcyon was anchored off Le Panne 
awaiting yet another landing at Dunkirk.  It must have seemed a long night as by 3am 
thirty fighters were machine-gunning the ship and the other vessels in the area.  
Orders were then given to approach the mole where the men were desperately 
waiting.  The Halcyon had to moor off the shore whilst a private vessel the ‘Amblere’ 
went further in to help pick up the men.  Apparently 40 planes then began to dive-
bomb the mole and the ships whilst 422 troops clambered on board the mine sweeper. 
 
During this operation, another young man on the Halcyon who also had local 
connections was mortally wounded.  He was Lieut Nigel Vere Broke Thurston RN 
(the grandson of Hugh Kingsmill Thurston) and aged only 25.  He later died on 3rd 
June.  One of the British fighters crashed in the sea near the ship and the pilot was 
rescued and also taken aboard the Halcyon.  Ted managed to survive these terrible 
experiences and in 1942 he married Rosemary Garner at St Georges Church, 
Wrotham in Kent.  His later service in World War II included Regimental Medical 
Officer to a regiment of Royal Artillery in this country and with the 1st Army in 
North Africa before he was finally posted to a general hospital in Italy.  Sadly Ted 
contacted typhoid fever whilst serving in Italy and died aged only 28 years on 14 
March 1944.  He was commemorated at Bari Cemetery.   
 
Edward Mills Grace was one of the many members of the famous local family who 
provided the area with generations of cricketers and doctors.  Ted and other members 
of his family are featured in the current exhibition at Thornbury and District Museum 
about the medical profession locally.  Thornbury and District Museum in Chapel 
Street is open from Tuesday to Friday from 1pm to 4pm and from 10 am to 4pm on 
Saturdays.  
 



Other stories from Thornbury’s history can be found on the Thornbury Roots website 
at http://www.thornburyroots.co.uk 

 


