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ROYAL MARINES AT CALAIS

SERGT'S GALLANT EXPLOITS

INCREDIBLE RESCUE SCENES

The following story of the heroism of the Royal Marines at

Calais on May 24 - 26, 1940 is issued today by Naval Affairs for

such use as the press may wish to make of it:-

At 5.15 p.m. on May 24, a small detachment of 85 officers and men of the

Royal Marines was being hurriedly assembled at their Barracks at Chatham.

Many of them, including Captain George W.A. Courtice, who was in command,
had only returned to Chatham from Boulogne at 2.30 a.m. the same morning.

At Boulogne they had been heavily engaged with the enemy while acting

as a covering force to a party of seamen engaged in the work of demolition,
and during the withdrawal of various units of the Army. The Royal Marines and

seamen were the last to leave under the covering fire of the destroyer sent

in to bring them away.

This now company of 85 was required for much the same task at Calais --

primarily to give cover to a naval demolition party. It was known when they
assembled that Calais was invested by the enemy. In point of fact, its

gallant defenders were already in a desperate situation, and their

resistance was only 48 hours from its end.

FULL STORY NEVER KNOWN

These few Royal Marines which left Chatham at 6.30 p.m. represented a

very small addition to the 3,000 British and 800 French troops who were

defending Calais against the onslaught of two Panzer Divisions. The full

story of their gallantry will never be known.

Of the company of 85, only 21 came back to England.

No officers returned.
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LANDING UNDER SHELLFIRE

Rushed across the Channel in a destroyer, H.M.S. VERITY, the Royal Marines

landed on the quay at Calais soon after midnight on May 25. Even as the ship was

making fast alongside, enemy shells were crashing down on the jetty just ahead of

the destroyer’s bows. Brigadier Nicholson’s troops had already fallen back on

the inner perimeter of the Calais defences. Confused fighting was in progress

in the streets.

The Royal Marines and their stores were disembarked by 1.15 a.m., and a house

nearby taken over as temporary accommodation for Headquarters, personnel and

stores. A guard was posted, and the rest of the men were ordered to fall out

and get some sleep. Their officers, meanwhile, undertook a hurried reconnaissance,
and at 1.45 the detachment was ordered to swing the two heavy road bridges at the

head of the harbour so that they could be used by transport. Before daylight
broke abandoned vehicles had been commandeered, and the party was on its way through
the beleaguered town to the Citadel. It was reached at 7 a.m. under the fire of

snipers, and defensive positions taken up.

MACHINE-GUNS ON TABLES

This day, Saturday, May 25, was the last day but one of the defence of the

town. The fighting was desperate and continuous. The Marine machine-gun

section, posted in the upper storey of a barrack building in the Citadel, had

orders to locate snipers and fire upon any enemy seen. There were no sandbags in

the windows. The guns were placed on window-ledges or tables pushed against them.

In spite of the steady and accurate fire poured in upon them from various direc-

tions, which increased in intensity as time went on, the machine-gunners main-

tained their position. Their situation was precarious throughout. French

troops manning the ramparts near the building occupied by the machine-gunners had

been caught in enfilading fire early in the morning. They suffered heavy
casualties and were forced to take cover in the Citadel dungeons.

DIVE BOMBING AND SHELLFIRE

Dive bombing continued throughout the day. Calais was on fire in various

places. At 4.15 p.m. one platoon of Marines and the machine-gun section, under

the command of Lieutenant Hugh G. Bruce, R.M., were ordered by Captain Courtice

to reinforce the troops in the front line. Though some of its members survived

as prisoners-of-war, the machine-gun section was not seen again.

By about 5.0 p.m. the Citadel was under heavy bombing and shell-fire. All

its buildings were severely damaged. An hour-and-a-half later, during a lull in

the bombing, Captain Courtice ordered his men to be ready to make their way back

through the town to the harbour, taking four German prisoners with them. The

distance was about three-quarters of a mile.

A DANGEROUS JOURNEY

The Royal Marines set off; but the return journey was very difficult. The

sniping was practically continuous. Because of the heavy bombardment, the streets

were torn up and blocked with the remains of shattered buildings. The town was

on fire, as was one of the bridges over the canal. The detachment became split up.

Only two officers and twenty men reached the rendezvous, the Gare Maritime hear the

quay.

These men took up a position along the edge of the sea-water basin behind

the railway station with some others of the Rifle Brigade. All through the long

summer evening they were systematically attacked by flight after flight of enemy

dive-bombers. Darkness came, and during the night the party was joined by small

groups and individuals of the British and French Armies.

/Sergeant Mitchell
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SERGEANT MITCHELL

At half-past midnight, Sunday, May 26, Captain Courtice ordered two of his

sergeants to search the neighbourhood lof the harbour for the sixty Marines who

had not reached the rendezvous. One of those men, Sergeant Peter M. Mitchell,
found a few Marines and soldiers sheltering in a tunnel by the harbour mouth.

While trying to lead them back they were heavily fired upon, suffered

casualties, and were forced to withdraw to the harbour.

When daylight came, Sergeant Mitchell rushed his party to the position held

by Captain Courtice, only to discover that nobody was there. What happened to

Captain Courtice and his men remained a mystery, until one of them reached this

country a short time ago andbroadcast in a few minutes the tale of his twelve

months’ extraordinary escapes and adventures.

RESCUING THE WOUNDED

At dawn on that Sunday morning, however, May 26, 1940, Sergeant Mitchell

found himself trapped on the jetty at Calais with a few marines and soldiers.

A considerable number of wounded had been laid in places nearby which seemed to

offer some cover from the heavy shelling and bombing of the harbour and town.

At 5 a.m. two small boats appeared off the harbour mouth. They came alongside.
In spite of the heavy shell fire, British and French woundedwere placed on

board under the direction of an Army chaplain and two Marine sergeants. So

intense and accurate was the fire that the boats could not be filled. Neverthe-

less, they took many wounded to safety.

TO THE FORT

1*.

The shell-fire on the quay became intensified and more accurate still.

So the two Marine sergeants led all the men they could find to a fort nearby.
Its guns were already out of action through direct hits. The least movement

made by the newly-arrived garrison attracted the fire of the enemy, who were well

advanced and watchful. It was near this fort, though Sergeant Mitchell was not

aware of it at the time because of the heavy fire, that Captain Courtice and

his men were overpowered at 9 a.m., after suffering heavy losses.

UNDER THE PIER

Some little time later Sergeant Mitchell's party of about twelve Marines

and thirty soldiers were forced to take cover under the pier. The shelling and

bombing were still intense and continuous when, at 11 a.m., a small motor-boat

called the "Condor” gallantly made her way into the harbour and alongside the

pier. Some woundedwere embarked; but under repeated attack the "Condor" was

forced to go astern. While doing so she stuck fast in the mud, and all efforts

to refloat her were hopeless. Because of the very low attacks from the air she

had to be abandoned.

SOME GET AWAY

Then, soon after noon, a naval motor torpedo-boat arrived. Shouting to

her, the "Condor’s” captain requested to be towed off. An attempt ended in

failure. A number of soldiers and Marines thereupon embarked in the M.T.B.,

which managed to get clear of the harbour, and headed for Dover.

SOME ELECT TO STAY

In spite of the desperate situation, the captain and crew of the "Condor”

elected to remain at Calais in the hope of refleating their vessel. Sergeant

Mitchell stayed with them and continued to help the wounded.

At about 1.0 p.m., a man of the Rifle Brigade reached the pier and asked

Sergeant Mitchell to help him to rescue a badly wounded officer. Collecting

six volunteers, Mitchell improvised a stretcher with oars and oilskins from the

"Condor”. During their dash across the sand-dunes behind the station one soldier

was killed and another wounded. But the officer was found, badly wounded in the

throat, and Mitchell and his party succeeded in getting him back on board the

"Condor", together with the man who had been wounded. The "Condor" was still

hard-and-fast aground.

/White
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WHITE HANDKERCHIEFS

By the middle of the afternoon no more than a few soldiers were left

alive round the harbour, and these were all sheltering under the pier. A small

party was put out as a covering force; but at about 3.45 the last party of

French troops in sight advanced towards the enemy with white handkerchiefs tied

to their rifles.

BOMBS SAVE THE SERGEANT

It has been officially stated that by 4.0 p.m. the Germans had occupied
the whole of the harbour area and overpowered what was left of the Rifle Brigade.

However, it was just at this time that an amazing thing happened. Two

large bombs fell near the stranded "Condor", and the waves caused by their ex-

plosion washed her off the mud. She was immediately brought alongside and

embarked a few more men, including Sergeant Mitchell. Firedupon while leaving
the harbour, and afterwards, missed by a torpedo, she reached harbour at about 5.30.

HIS HEROIC WORK

An officer of the Army wrote the following report on Sergeant Mitchell who

thus miraculously returned from Calais after the harbour was virtually in the

hands of the Germans.

"I was on a small pinnace stuck in the mud in Calais harbour, and managed

to take on board several Marines including Sergeant Mitchell. We were subjected

to dive-bombing attacks and machine-gun fire. After two hours we were taken off

by a motor torpedo-boat. -- During the whole of this time Sergeant Mitchell

remained unperturbed and cheerful, and at great risk to himself collected many

wounded from the adjoining piers. He refused to leave the pinnace, and stayed
with it in case more wounded came along. -- I saw him at Dover later in the day
in a state of collapse, and found that he had managed to bring back a considerable

number of wounded. --I was very impressed by his courage, bearing and

cheerfulness."

THE LONG GALLANT STORY

In the London Gazette of September 6, 1940, it was announced that, among

other awards, the King had approved the award of the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal

to Sergeant Peter Mitchell Mitchell, Royal Marines, "who under intense machine-

gun fire and dive-bombing attacks, brought many wounded comrades to a pinnace in

Calais harbour until he himself could do no more."

This is just one incident in the long and gallant story of the Royal

Marines, who in this war, like many another, are serving side-by-side with seamen

in the ships of the Fleet, and have performed conspicuous service ashore in

Norway, Holland, Boulogne, Calais and Crete.

NAVAL AFFAIRS
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