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Author’s Note




There have been countless books published about heroic acts during war. War is a breeding ground for heroism and the Second World War was no exception. Yet heroism is not confined solely to those service personnel fighting on the various fronts, behind the lines or in covert operations. Bravery may be displayed by a whole raft of people caught up in the conflict, including civilians and even children. In fact, the Second World War was not only the most devastating conflict in history but it also killed more civilians than any other war. It should be expected, therefore that many of the people who carried out heroic deeds during the war should be civilians or those carrying out non-combatant roles such as military nurses, doctors, merchant shipping crews, missionaries, diplomats and many other forms of occupation.


In this book I shall share some of the experiences of military personnel, civilians and non-combatants who, under extreme emotional and physical pressure, usually facing imminent death, were able to find that powerful element we call ‘courage’, and to use that courage to carry out extraordinary feats, almost always to the benefit of others, rather than for themselves.


This publication had its genesis when I walked into a ‘Lifeline’ charity shop at Hervey Bay, Australia, some years ago in search of second-hand books. There on the cluttered bookshelves at Lifeline, jammed between much loathed volumes of ancient school texts (inkblot-stained and extensively doodled – sometimes rather naughtily), was a small, grey, hardback book titled Daily Telegraph Story of the War. It had been published by Hodder and Stoughton, London in 1943, right in the middle of the war, and the publisher had been keen to point out that the book had been released in accordance with the strict austerity measures then in force under rationing. The publication was nothing more than a chronological listing taken directly from the pages of the Daily Telegraph, detailing some of the events of the war from September 1941 to December 1942. I dug forty cents from my pocket and purchased it immediately.


Sitting down in the shade during a particularly a hot Australian summer’s day, I opened the book at random and the dusty, age-faded volume fell open to page forty. There were two headlines, taken directly from the newspaper. The first was about ‘The New Hurricane’ — the Hurricane 2c, which was then being released to the Royal Air Force. Fighter pilots were particularly excited about the new ‘wonder machine’, as it was described, with its four cannons capable of firing 2400, 20-mm shells per minute. Clearly, it seemed, Hitler’s Luftwaffe could not last long with that kind of firepower in the hands of the hugely enthusiastic although tragically young pilots of the R.A.F.


Just beneath that story were a few more paragraphs with the headline: ‘Trawler Defeats U-Boat’. Now that was something one did not see every day so I carefully read the scant few lines that gave a very brief description of the action during which a poorly armed former fishing trawler named the Lady Shirley, under the command of an Australian officer, Lieutenant Commander Arthur Henry Callaway of the Royal Australian Volunteer Reserve, had attacked and sunk a German U-boat while at the same time taking prisoner almost the entire submarine crew. It was a monumental story that should have made press headlines not only in Australia but also in England as the trawler was a part of the Royal Naval fleet serving in the Mediterranean and had been based at Gibraltar. It also became one of the great intelligence coups of the war. (For details of this event see Chapter Four).


I shook my head in wonder. Why had I never heard of this action and the commander and crew who had carried out the attack with such stunning bravery and success? I was also later to discover that this was not simply a story of great courage in the face of extreme danger and overwhelming odds, but it was also an astonishing story of mystery – a mystery that even today has never been solved.


I went to the front of the book and flicked over a few more pages. Another story immediately drew my attention. This involved the bravery of a woman named Elizabeth May Owen who had been serving as a stewardess on the steamer St Patrick when it had been attacked from the air by a German aircraft. Hit by a salvo of bombs early on the morning of 13 June 1941, the St Patrick had caught fire and quickly began to sink.


Realising that there were women and children trapped below decks, May Owen, displaying astonishing bravery, groped through the darkness to the women’s berths on the lowest deck of the ship, forced open the doors and brought out five women with a number of young girls, guiding them successfully through smoke, flames and chaos to the upper deck. May Owen then managed to get life-belts for all her charges even though she did not have one herself. Yet even now the courageous stewardess knew that she had not finished the almost impossible humanitarian task she had set for herself. With the ship literally sinking beneath her she returned below decks in search of another missing woman, bringing her safely to the burning upper deck and jumping with the woman into sea. May Owen managed to support the woman and a young child for about two hours before both were successfully rescued. Meanwhile the St Patrick had broken in two and slipped beneath the waves in a massive bubble of oil, debris and death. (For the full story see Chapter Two).


When I read these extremely brief news accounts of amazing bravery and courage I realised that during those five long years of total war there must have been thousands of individual acts of gallantry that had largely gone unnoticed by the general public and have long since disappeared into the mists of time.


We must ask ourselves: what is it that drives people to carry out deeds of spectacularly unselfish bravery? In what is usually termed ‘the heat of battle’, combatants can sometimes be almost blindly influenced by what is known as ‘fighting madness’ and under such a condition undertake astonishing acts of valour. We see it in soldiers who charge well defended machine-gun posts armed only with a pistol or bayonet; or a sailor who remains at his gun, firing at an enemy ship even while his own is sinking beneath him. Yet what happens to the human psyche when we achieve equally courageous acts when not ‘fighting mad’? How do we reconcile ourselves, often making nanosecond decisions to carry out acts of great valour in the cold hard light of day?


War, of course, changes people, sometimes forever. The very fact that one nation is at war with another tends to create what in peacetime would probably be termed ‘team spirit’ but in times of war is called ‘fighting spirit’. War tends to bring people together. War means that everyday people, ordinary citizens, civilians in all walks of life and at all levels of society, and also people serving in the armed forces, have to form a cohesive bond, to pull together and to work together. War means that we can no longer live and act apart. We all have to do our ‘bit’. Essentially, that is why war creates so many heroes. We are no longer able to justify ignoring difficult or dangerous situations. If they come our way then we have to learn how to deal with them. War means that we can no longer leave the difficult decisions to others; they already have enough on their hands. If something needs to be done then we are the ones who have to do it. One man who features in this book, LieutenantColonel Charles Anderson, in an interview he recorded during the 1980s, stated that war, rather than hardening people, makes them kinder, more gentle, because they have seen all the horrors that war can bring and that somehow it changes people, makes them more sensitive to the needs of others, more understanding, and infuses an unselfish readiness to help others in need.


The writing of this book has been both a joy and rather a ‘magical mystery tour’. It has proven to be completely powered by ‘positive energy’ and that energy has come from the families and friends of those whose stories are included in the book but also from the general public who want to know more. As I have moved through the research phases, worked through archival documents, family records and photograph albums, the intrinsic power of this book has grown significantly. When I began, I knew that the subject would be centred around men and women who had performed heroic actions, helping others to survive, usually at the risk of their own lives, but I did not know who those people would be or what their stories were. That’s why the writing of this book has been such a wonderful mystery tour, each subject, each story, being revealed to me in much the same way that they will be revealed to my readers. It has been a joy and privilege to write it.


This book then, is a celebration of the courage, fortitude and character of many brave men and women who may have been lauded at the time but are now largely forgotten, who selflessly reached into themselves and gave everything, either for their countries or their fellow human beings, placing their lives at risk without a thought for their own safety or need for reward.


Tony Matthews.
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Medals and bronze cannons meant nothing, 


Just the aching bruise – the lost years, 


Every day of them, and his haunting loss of child, 


Gentle souls with all their quiet courage, 


Sand men lost in a sand of time, 


And the illusionary light of all those dead.






From: The Man in the White Coat — Tribute to Emrys Matthews.


Excerpt from the anthology: Cockles and Lavabread – Poems of 1950s Swansea, by Tony Matthews







Chapter 1




Front-line Farmers


12 August 1940


War was coming. Everyone knew that. As political tensions had mounted in Europe over the previous six or seven years it had become abundantly clear that the war of 1914-18 had not, in fact, been the ‘war to end all wars’. German aggression had again been let off the leash and Hitler’s profoundly dangerous National Socialist Party was preparing for conflict on an unprecedented scale. For the people of Britain it was almost as if the first war had never really ended. This was just an extension of it – old scores being settled, perceived wrongs put right. Fear was in the air. Massive bombing attacks on England were to be expected. Clouds of poison-gas would drift over cities killing tens of thousands. A German invasion would mean human slavery – the slavery of an entire nation. Those were the terrifying predictions. There were questions too. Could France withstand a German invasion? France had one of the most powerful armies in Europe. Surely it would be a firm barrier against any invasion of England. Yet the people of Britain were preparing for a war on the home-front like never before. Air-raid shelters had been dug right across the country. Gas-masks had been issued and regulations formed to force people to carry them everywhere.


When war eventually came on 3 September 1939 the people were ready, or at least they thought so. Children were immediately evacuated from heavily populated areas. A blackout was introduced, plunging the country into darkness. Blinds and heavy curtains blocked even the smallest chink of light from escaping into the night. Street lights were extinguished and vehicles were forced to grope their way around the blackened streets with only a couple of pencil-thin beams to guide them.




It was now mid-1940. Coastal Kent with its lambing fields, rich green acres of vegetables and grains was, in fact, a war zone. The war had begun less than a year previously and since that time so much had happened. The Germans had seized Denmark and invaded Norway and the Low Countries. Neville Chamberlain had resigned as prime minister and Winston Churchill was at the political and military helm of a desperately entrenched Great Britain. On 26 May 1940 the evacuation of Dunkirk had commenced. This had brought a close focus on Kent and its proximity to France which had signed an armistice with the Germans shortly after the evacuation of Dunkirk had been completed.


The capitulation of France brought Calais and its general vicinity under the control of an enemy of England for the first time since the Napoleonic Wars, and soon afterwards Hitler began to make plans for a full-scale invasion of Britain. Hitler was filmed looking speculatively across the Straits of Dover towards an almost totally unprepared England. The chilling film, shown widely, illustrated perfectly how close the Germans actually were to British shores. The hell of Nazi oppression was less than an hour away by sea and minutes away by aeroplane. A German bomber could now take off from an aerodrome in France and be destroying houses and facilities in England five minutes later. The enemy had the capability of being able to fire a massive and ongoing barrage of long-range, high explosive shells from the coast of France right into the heart a major English town and all its surrounding areas.


And that is exactly what the Nazis planned to do.


Dover and its surrounding villages and farms were about to become the new front-line in Hitler’s fanatical drive for European domination. Over the next four years, until the guns would be silenced, thousands of shells, bombs, parachute-mines and incendiaries would rain down on the small coastal community causing hundreds of deaths, thousands of serious injuries, and destroying or damaging thousands of homes and businesses.




The Straits of Dover were about to be renamed, ‘Hellfire Straits’.


The Germans began installing heavy, long-range guns at the end of July 1940. These were massive weapons, some with a range of up to seventy-one miles. Three 12-inch guns were installed to the north of Boulogne-sur-Mer; four 11-inch guns were placed at Cap Gris Nez; two 8.3-inch guns were set in place outside Calais with two more guns of the same calibre installed in Calais itself. Three hideously destructive 16-inch guns, the so-called Adolf Guns, were installed between Calais and Cap Blanc Nez. These artillery pieces were supported and protected by vast underground concrete bunkers with ammunition storage, living quarters and other facilities for the gun-crews.


The shelling of Dover and its surrounding regions began in a small way on 12 August 1940, with just a few shells, almost casually fired as if to announce a ‘gentle’ introduction to the people of Kent, informing the townspeople and farmers that a new kind of war was about to commence and that they would be key players in this deathly game.


Meanwhile, British military authorities had not been idle. Realising early that the most eastern parts of coastal Kent would certainly come in for attack from the Germans in France, and needing to be able both to retaliate and to launch similar attacks on German facilities in France, Winston Churchill had ordered the installation of heavy artillery pieces along the Dover coast. Four 14-inch guns, spares from the battleship King George V, were available for use and these were quickly transported to Kent where they were installed in a battery near the village of St Margaret’s, a few miles to the north-east of Dover.


Reach Court Farm right on the very edge of the Cliffs of Dover was requisitioned by the military. The Royal Marine Siege Regiment under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel H.D. Fellowes arrived at St Margaret’s in July to supervise the installation of the weapons. The first gun was ready for action by 7 August 1940, five days before

 the Germans first began shelling. This gun was nicknamed Winnie, in honour of Winston Churchill. The second gun, which would not be ready until the following year, was nicknamed Pooh, after the storybook character. Additional artillery weapons would later be added including two long-range guns known as Jane and Clem.1.


The village of St Margaret’s at Cliffe, more commonly known by its diminutive simply as St Margaret’s, is a three-part village. The centre of the village is only about three-quarters of a mile from the sea with a residential area, Nelson Park, situated a little farther inland. St Margaret’s Bay, the third part of the village, is located below the cliffs, north of South Foreland. A feature of the village is its beautiful and historic church, named after St Margaret of Antioch. The church had been established on a Saxon foundation by the Priors of Dover and completed in 1150. It would be shelled during the war and lightly damaged.2.


Although they did not know it at this time, many of the inhabitants of St Margaret’s would be evacuated during the war, the village being taken over by military personnel. However, some farmers would remain, in particular a man named Gilbert Mitchell and his wife, Kathleen, who, along with Kathleen’s sister, Grace Harrison, would remain, literally through hell on earth, to keep Reach Court Farm producing a wide range of foodstuffs vital for the war effort. Theirs was to be one of the most extraordinary stories of the Second World War. They would endure intense artillery barrages of up to two hundred heavy shells a day, regular bombing and targeted machine-gunning from German planes.


At the beginning, the shelling of Dover, St Margaret’s and other villages in the coastal regions was fairly superficial, although residents were often witness to dogfights over the channel or the sight of British fighters attacking German bombers.


At nine o’clock on the evening of Thursday 22 August 1940 a brief salvo of three shells began a bombardment from France.

 Earlier that day the German guns had fired about a hundred shells at a convoy passing through the Straits of Dover but without any significant results. The Germans had also attacked the convoy from the air but no damage had been inflicted on the shipping. As soon as the attack had begun British warships travelling at high speed, while attempting to protect the merchant ships, laid down a dense smokescreen, effectively concealing the ships from the enemy. One German aircraft had been shot down by the R.A.F. ‘The bombarding of the ships was a thrilling sight for thousands of people on the South-East Coast’, as The Times newspaper in London later reported. Spectators could see the flashes of the huge long-range guns on the French cliff-tops, followed seconds later by the explosions of the shells in the sea. More shells were reported to have shaken the ground in Dover, the promenade and cliff-top. ‘The Germans altered their range but their marksmanship was not good’, The Times reported happily.3.


After the inept performance of the German gunners that day they turned their attention to the coast, believing, no doubt, that a much larger stationary target, like England itself, could be more easily hit. The R.A.F. responded and from the Kent coast spectators could see in the darkness flares and tracer shells and red glows both in the sky and down closer to the waterline. The low roar of explosions could also be heard coming from the coast of France.


On the Kentish coast a church was wrecked by one shell which passed through a stained-glass window beside the altar and exploded inside the building. A large piece of shell-casing measuring nine inches long by three inches wide was later picked up on the steps to the pulpit. The casing was fully two inches thick.4.


The press later reported:


The shores of the channel coast shook to the terrific concussion of heavy artillery last night as British and German gunners engaged in a fierce duel. The enemy

 began by shelling the Dover area and the British guns quickly replied. For some time they blazed away at each other, the thunder of the giant guns adding to the violent crashing of the bombs as the R.A.F. launched its squadrons against the German emplacements.5.


On Wednesday 11 September about eleven people were reported to have been killed during bombing and shelling in the Dover area, a clear indication that the battlefront was on the very doorsteps of the people who were living there. Among those killed was a baby, just three months old. An R.A.F. aircraftsman who had been sheltering in a cellar beneath his billet was killed, as was a naval sub-lieutenant. The aircraftsman, pinned beneath rubble, had been calmly telling those who were attempting to rescue him that he was okay, but when the splintered planks were removed from the man he quickly collapsed and died. Another victim was a member of the Dover Town Council who had been hit while fuelling his motorboat on the beach.6.


Britain was now facing the very real possibility of annihilation. Hitler’s invasion armada was gathering strength along the channel ports and the British were doing everything in their power to destroy the invasion fleet before it could have a chance to sail. The R.A.F. bombed the invasion boats and facilities with great frequency, including the heavy German artillery ranged against Kent. Almost every night spectators would gather on the chalk-white cliffs at Dover to watch the fiery spectacle of heavy bombs falling on the German invasion fleet. The spectators could see the dull glow of the explosions and hear their roar, muted by distance and the sounds of the sea. ‘The glow of raging fires, the flicker of searchlights and anti-aircraft guns, the tiny red splashes of tracer shells, all of it looking diminutive and ghostly, yet only too familiar against the misty sky,’ The Times later reported.7.


The newspaper also exhilarated in the damage being inflicted on the Germans. ‘Even at this distance there is an exultant thrill of

 knowing that they are British bombs carrying the fight to the enemy in the field’, as the newspaper reported, ‘striking time and again at his military key-points.’8.


As the newspaper pointed out, the Straits of Dover had become a ‘No Man’s Land’ where desperate battles were being enacted. It clearly demonstrated that the enemy, ‘was always just over the way’. Yet people were enduring and learning to cope with the fact that they were now very much in the firing line, no longer only spectators, but participants in this grim war against Hitler and fascism.


For the residents of these front-line communities the war had taken on an almost surreal quality. German Zeppelins had dropped bombs on London during the First World War and ineffectual German biplanes had also been used to bomb English targets but that had all been rather ad hoc and more experimental than any kind of established or particularly effective war science. Now however, the general public was coming almost face-to-face with the enemy. The methods of attack were now far more effective and hugely more destructive. In the towns, villages and farming communities of Kent, the people, those who had not been evacuated, had little option but to go about their business as usual but always with eyes and ears finely tuned to the French coast, ever wary of the sight and ominous sounds of those massive guns. At night the distant shoreline was often full of fires and explosions as the R.A.F. attacked the German ground facilities and weapons, but now the darkened streets of the towns and villages of coastal Kent were largely devoid of life and holidaymakers were noticeably absent, the hotels almost deserted. However, the people, ‘do get a night’s sleep’, as the newspapers subsequently reported, ‘ ... for although here and there a house or deserted hotel lies in ruins, it is usually the work of some day raider sneaking down from the clouds, or incalculable, random shells from the enemy’s long-range guns.’

 In the flat, pretty countryside, tourists had been replaced by troops and military activity and the entire attitude of the people in the area had now changed. These were only the very early stages of the war, but there was a powerful tension in the air. Across the English Channel the German invasion fleet was building; death, subjugation, slavery and human misery were predicted should the Germans invade successfully; the constant threat was toxic and the horror of what the future might bring grew rapidly to become all pervasive.


Looking up, residents of this ‘front-line’ farming community could see formations of German aircraft, all day long, some fighters carrying just a bomb or two while other aircraft were larger, far more destructive bombers, all trailing exhaust gases in the cold atmosphere of fifteen thousand feet. ‘ ... like little white fish in the blue sky’, as the press described them, impervious both to the barrage-balloons tethered over Dover and the anti-aircraft guns that barked ineffectually, sending up pretty arcs of tracer shells.9.


On the night of 17 November 1940 a barrage of particularly heavy gunfire took place when the artillery of both the Germans and British exchanged shells across the channel. It was, as the press described, ‘... a violent duel across the Straits of Dover’. The battle took place in brilliant moonlight and followed an attack the R.A.F. had made on the German invasion fleet on the French coast. The bombardment of shells continued for an hour, shell after shell raining down on the people of coastal Kent. This was just one example of the war in the region at that time. South-westerly gales were bringing wreckage to the coast – bomb-smashed timber, broken rafts, rubber floats, all parts of the wreckage left of the bombing of the German invasion apparatus.10.


And so it went on, day after day, night after night. On some days there were no bombs or shelling and apart from the hive of military activity in the towns, villages and country laneways, life seemed almost normal. Then peace would disappear completely with the arrival of bombers or the sudden explosions of long-range shells.

 On the afternoon of 30 January 1941 a group of German fighters suddenly swooped on the barrage-balloons at Dover, firing their machine-guns indiscriminately. People in the centre of the town were sent running for cover as the first fighters roared low overhead with guns blazing. British anti-aircraft guns blazed back. The air was filled with the stench of burnt cordite but eventually the Germans flew off, having brought down several of the balloons. It was just another day in Kent.11.


Right on the firing line, in front of the English guns at St Margaret’s, and the closest farm to the beach was the 130 acres property known as Reach Court Farm, then under lease to Gilbert Mitchell and his wife, Kathleen (née Harrison). It would later be dubbed: ‘Hellfire Farm’.


Reach Court Farm was just another of those lovely English holdings with an ancient history largely lost in time. No doubt its origins could be traced back to the Domesday Book and beyond but by the 1930s it was a small but profitable farm, home to a modest herd of dairy cows and producing a fair quantity of other foodstuffs so important to the economic well-being of the country.


The farm itself had experienced a few interesting periods in its more recent history. In February 1928, for example, it was reported in the local press that a gold coin had been found on the property. The coin was of particular curiosity because it apparently bore the date of 1101 which was the second year in the reign of Henry I. It was believed that no gold coins had been issued by English monarchs until the reign of Henry III (1216 to 1272). Yet no dates had been stamped on gold coins until the reign of Edward VI (1547). There are records of gold coins having been dated from the following year. Therefore, the find at Reach Court Farm was interesting but it was almost certainly not a British coin, or even a coin at all. It is quite possible that the ‘coin’ was actually an ‘anting-anting’ a religious medallion from the Philippines that was believed to have certain magical and religious properties. People believed, for example, that they could ward off bullets.



The medallions came in many forms including small gold disks that resembled coins. The number 1101 was usually stamped onto them although this was not a date, it was part of the religious or mythical iconology. How an ancient Philippines medallion had come to be buried on a small English farm is now simply another of life’s mysteries, but it was to prove, at least, symbolically significant.12.


There was also a certain amount of tragedy in the history of the farm. It had been owned for many years by the Curling family. Henry Charles Curling had been a well known and respected member of the St Margaret’s community but he was destined to die a tragic death, aged sixty-nine, on 19 March 1900 when the two-wheeled horse-and-cart he was driving came into collision with a miller’s cart. There should have been plenty of room for both carts to pass on the country road. The miller’s cart was moving at walking pace while Henry Curling’s cart had been moving at a trot. As the carts were about to pass each other their wheels became entangled and Henry Curling was thrown from his cart onto the road. Unfortunately a wheel of his own cart ran over his head which would have been bad enough but the cart had been loaded at the time with a stove which had weighed around two or three hundredweight. Curling was rendered unconscious but soon recovered and although his head was badly lacerated the skull had not been fractured and he returned home. Two weeks later, however, he was dead. The doctor who attended him subsequently testified at the inquest that Curling had seemed all right for about a week after the accident but had actually died from tetanus, for which, in those days, there was no cure or protection. It was one of the sadder moments in the history of Reach Court Farm although, luckily, Henry Curling may have had some premonition of his impending violent death because he had previously insured his life – but only in the case of accident.13.


In 1937 Reach Court Farm was leased to Gilbert William James Mitchell. He would subsequently take over the ownership of the property and it is still owned by the Mitchell family today.




Gilbert had been born in Essex in 1906 and educated at Palmer’s College, Little Thurrick, which had originally been established by William Palmer in 1706 as a ‘charity school’, although by the time Gilbert Mitchell attended the school it was one of England’s better known and respected educational facilities. Among the school’s alumni was Squadron Leader Peter Tunstall, known as the ‘Cooler King’ for having, while incarcerated at Colditz, spent the longest time in solitary confinement of any British prisoner-of-war.


In 1934 Gilbert married Kathleen Harrison. Gilbert had met Kathleen when he had been employed in cutting hay on Kathleen’s father’s farm at nearby Ripple. Romance had quickly bloomed but sadly the couple had been unable to spend too much time together as Gilbert soon afterwards left to farm in Canada. However, when Gilbert subsequently returned to St Margaret’s he and Kathleen quickly married, the wedding taking place at Ripple. Gilbert farmed initially for his father’s holding, Martin Lodge at Martin Mill before he and Kathleen took over the lease of Reach Court Farm. The couple would later have two children, a son and daughter.14.


Little could Gilbert have known when he took over the lease that within two years his holding would be just twenty miles from the guns of a determined and vicious enemy, the closest and most vulnerable farm in the whole of Britain.15.


In 1939, with thirty-four dairy cows on the holding, Gilbert ploughed up a large proportion of the farm to provide feed for the animals. The family continued to work the holding but things really began to ‘hot up’ after Dunkirk. When the Germans began the shelling campaign that would not stop until the end of the war, the first targets were along the Dover cliffs and Reach Court Farm came in for a pounding. Speaking many years later Gilbert Mitchell said that the shells had fallen all around the farm blowing in huge craters. The shells sometimes fell only a hundred yards from where he and his ‘Land Army girl’ were working. ‘The blast blew things sky-high’, Gilbert later stated. On some days up to two hundred

 shells fell on the property and adjacent regions. On several occasions all the windows in the farmhouse at Reach Court were blown out. It was a bit like the shelling on the Western Front during the First World War. ‘The War Department kept telling us to move but the farm was our livelihood,’ Gilbert later said. There were dozens of shell-holes in the grounds of the farm itself with scores more in the fields close by. ‘Yet Jerry only killed a couple of my sheep,’ Gilbert later told the press.


The shells at first rattled the nerves of the dairy cattle and they stopped producing milk. However, they soon became used to the deafening explosions. The farm’s horses were the most badly affected, especially when German planes came over and began machine-gunning the holding. ‘But after a time they, like us, got used to it,’ Gilbert said.


During intense air-raids when the Germans were also machinegunning indiscriminately, Gilbert and his family would have to take cover. Yet despite all these dangers and difficulties there was never any change in the daily routine of milking and attending to the stock. On one occasion when Gilbert was working on his tractor, a barrage-balloon was shot down in flames and fell across the tractor. The flames, however, were quickly extinguished, Gilbert dragged the now sodden balloon to one side and went on with his work.


There were at least three people working the holding during this period. Gilbert Mitchell, his wife, Kathleen and Grace Harrison who had been employed under the Women’s Land Army Scheme. Grace was the sister of Gilbert’s wife so it was very much a family affair. When the long-range guns were belching from across the channel and shells were exploding with devastating blasts on the farm, Gilbert, Kathleen and Grace were forced to shelter in the cellar of the farmhouse. However, with all the din of exploding shells it was impossible to get any sleep so endless pots of tea were made. ‘At daybreak we all went out onto the “battlefield”

 and began our jobs of feeding chickens and milking the cows,’ Gilbert subsequently told the press. Above the mirror in the hallway of the farmhouse was a scroll which bore the simple legend: ‘Keep Cheery’. On another occasion Gilbert and Grace Harrison were cutting corn when they suddenly had to take cover beneath the tractor as German pilots began to machine-gun them.16.
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Grace Harrison; Gilbert William James Mitchell and his wife, Kathleen. Reach Court Farm.


—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.


The importance of this work cannot be underestimated. Throughout the war, and for many years afterwards, the British suffered under the, at times, quite extreme provisions of food rationing. Almost all foodstuffs were in short supply. Much was requisitioned for the military while a great deal of produce that had come from overseas, cheese, butter, beef and lamb from New Zealand and Australia, for example, were all in short supply due to German attacks on Allied shipping and the need for those 

  Commonwealth governments to retain such foodstuffs for their own requirements, particularly for their military. Therefore it was essential that Britain produce as much food as possible. ‘Dig for Victory’ became a catch-phrase for everyday Britons digging up their backyard gardens, not only to construct Anderson bomb-shelters but also to plant much needed vegetables. The press later reported: ‘Everyone showed a grim determination to store the country’s granaries full to overflowing against the needs of what might well be the cruellest winter in her history.’17.


Massive combine harvesters imported from America and Australia growled across the fields of the country, gathering in what was hoped would be a harvest to beat all harvests. ‘It was with the feeling that every possible ounce of nourishment had been wrested from the good British earth that congregations in little village churches ... came together at the end of weeks of unremitting toil and sang the grand old harvest hymn, All is Safely Gathered In,’ as the press later reported.18.


The summer of 1942 saw fields of crops where crops had rarely, if ever, been grown before, high in uplands and over the shoulders of hills where no crops had been grown in living memory. Even King George VI was ‘doing his bit’ and had opened up Windsor Great Park, where previously only deer had grazed. The king had ordered that a square mile of the land was to be planted to wheat – one of the largest wheat fields in the United Kingdom at that time. Possibly the greatest change brought about to English agriculture during this stage of the war occurred in the fens of East Anglia. Before the war this area had been almost completely wild, ‘ ... rough, dry, tousled stuff, shin-deep and about as nourishing as tow,’ as the press later described the land, adding: ‘The ditches were neglected, silted up, cluttered with bushes and reeds, too choked to carry the water away. What little land lay under cultivation was in bad heart, full of rubbish and weeds, field after field going back to nature.’19.




Now, however, all that had changed. The fields had been drained, cleared and ploughed, the ditches had been cleaned out and straightened so that they could flow properly, reeds, bushes, roots and sludge had been removed, cement tracks had been laid to serve as roads, and various crops had been sown including corn, potatoes and sugar-beet. One of the most difficult jobs had been the removal of massive trunks of fallen oak trees, ancient forests that had lain deep in the mud for millennia. ‘Some of these great logs were more than a yard in breadth and 40 or 50 feet long, soaked in water and weighing a couple of tons,’ as the newspapers later published. ‘Powerful tractors dragged them from the places where they had lain for thousands of years, ever since the far off day when the sea’s mighty inrush had torn them from their roots, swamped the primeval undergrowth and created the fens themselves.’20.


Gilbert Mitchell was as determined as any person in Britain to do his bit to feed the nation and defeat Hitler. Throughout the war Gilbert, Kathleen and Grace remained on the farm, not only saving their own stock and crops but also those of other farms nearby which had been evacuated. Gilbert was the district officer for the Kent County War Agricultural Committee and looked after thousands of acres in the most exposed areas of the region. Many of these holdings were staffed by members of the Women’s Land Army who worked at harvesting potatoes or sugar-beet. The beet was cut by hand, loaded onto trucks and taken to a factory where it was turned into sugar to help with the strict sugar rationing then in force. Under the supervision of Gilbert Mitchell the women also grew wheat, barley and oats. Additionally, some fields were a riot of blue as the flax crops flowered. The stalks of the flax would later be harvested to make linen which was also rationed at that time.


The young women working under the Land Army Scheme were usually unused to such heavy work. Many of them had come from typing pools in the cities, or shops, or had been
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Grace Harrison Reach Court Farm


—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.


unemployed before the war, and the arduous tasks which were now required of them were challenging, to say the least. Yet the women were close-knit and made lifelong friends. They would often be given lifts to the various farm holdings on the many military vehicles that rushed around the country lanes: lorries, jeeps, even Bren-carriers. Buses serviced the various centres but these stopped running when a shell-warning had been issued. Some of the young women had bicycles which were easily distinguished as those belonging to Land Army women as they carried a yellow flash. In the village of St Margaret’s was a small tea-shop where the women would often meet when there was no shelling. When working in the fields they would usually eat their lunches in the ruins of derelict farm buildings, many of which had been shelled or bombed. At times the fields would be strewn with the carcasses of sheep killed during the shelling.
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Kathleen Mitchell feeding the chickens. 
Reach Court Farm


—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.


The drama being enacted on Reach Court Farm even attracted press coverage on the other side of the world. ‘Hatching Chicks Under Shell Fire on British Farm’, as one newspaper in Australia boldly headlined, going on to tell the story of Gilbert Mitchell, his wife and sister-in-law, adding:


Chicks are hatching, ewes lambing and cows calving on a farm on the Dover cliffs which is regularly shelled by Hitler’s guns. ... Gathering in not only their own

harvest but rescuing crops on other farms which had to be evacuated. Further defence works [concrete gun emplacements and facilities] have now been erected and most of Reach Court Farm is being taken over by the military, but they are carrying on with what is left and Mr Mitchell is managing for the Kent War Agricultural Committee an extensive area of surrounding farmland which would otherwise have borne no crop this year.21.




Tall, unassuming, the perfect ‘gentleman’, Gilbert Mitchell became known as the ‘Gatekeeper of Hell’, a reference to the Straits of Dover which then was being described as ‘Hellfire Straits’.
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Gilbert Mitchell talking with tractor driver, Mr C. Rogers. They are looking at an aircraft as it passes overhead.


The edge of the White Cliffs of Dover can be seen just to the right of Gilbert Mitchell.


— Ministry of Information photograph.


— Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.


In 1942 Gilbert Mitchell was awarded the George Medal for brave conduct in civil defence. His wife, Kathleen, and sister-in-law, Grace Harrison, were also recognised for their bravery.




[image: image7]


Gilbert Mitchell looking at the damage to his house.


Reach Court Farm


The Mitchell family lived at Reach Court Farm until the damage caused by bombs and shells rendered the property uninhabitable.


—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.



Each received a British Empire Medal. The citation, published in the London Gazette, read, in part:


Mr and Mrs Mitchell and Miss Harrison have made an unexampled effort and shown sustained bravery and devotion to duty in carrying on farming under the gunfire and air attacks of the enemy. The farm is at the nearest point to the Continent and is scarred with filled-in

 shell holes. The farm buildings are probably the most vulnerable in the country, yet the work was carried on throughout the Battle of Britain and ever since.22.


As the press later reported:


Heroism and devotion to duty flourished not only on the battlefield and the highlight of ... [the] unceasing story to increase Britain’s productivity was the recent honouring of an English farmer, his wife and their land girl, as ‘front-line heroes’ for continuing to till the land and tend the cattle on their farm on the cliffs near Dover, throughout air-raids and during shelling from German guns.23.


The investiture of the medals was held at Buckingham Palace on 21 July 1942. When King George VI presented the George Medal to Gilbert Mitchell he asked how things were going on the farm. This was at the height of the war and the Dover region was still under frequent attack from shellfire, bombs and machine-gun fire. ‘I told him that everything on the farm was satisfactory,’ Gilbert later said. In fact, up until May 1942 five hundred lambs had been born on the farm in that year alone.24.


Interviewed subsequently at his farm, Gilbert was reported to have looked across the waving fields of wheat and barley and smiled with satisfaction. ‘Those crops look promising,’ he said. ‘If the weather is right we should have a grand harvest and that’s all we care about. No farmer would expect a better reward.’25.


Gilbert Mitchell was quietly modest about the work he and his family had carried out under attack on the farm. He subsequently told the press that he wished the national newspapers would not exaggerate the stories of their achievements but added that they had all experienced some ‘hectic times’. He also added that he felt considerable disappointment that another person, Tom Goodban, had not been similarly recognised. Goodban had

 been the shepherd-stockman on Reach Court Farm and had remained on the property through all the worst of the German attacks, yet had received no recognition for having done so.26.


The Women’s Land Army, in which Grace Harrison served on Reach Court Farm for most of the war, took a place at the rear of heroic institutions when it came to post-war recognition. The 80,000 women who had worked in the fields, growing the crops that had fed the men and women responsible for defeating Hitler were largely forgotten. However, towards the end of the war, in March 1945, the press was headlining:


Britain’s Gallant 80,000


The army of land girls who have endured for five years mud, frost, snow, smells, hard labour, loneliness, red noses and mice ... are tireless in their efforts to beat Britain’s Public Enemy No. 2, the rat.27.


Land Army work was about as far from glamorous as it was possible to be. Many of the young women who joined the organisation were from the cities or towns and had little or no knowledge of working a farm. Many were clerks or shop assistants unused to hard physical labour. One young woman went on strike almost immediately after being allocated to a farm, saying that she was allergic to cows and would prefer to go through the London Blitz rather than sit on a milking stool again. The press later reported that a professional singer was working in a lumber gang. No doubt she would be treating her fellow workers to a few songs as they worked. The army of young women was responsible for reclaiming thousands of acres of moor and marsh. In Devon a team of 110 land women was responsible for clearing the ground, cultivating, harvesting and grading 1300 acres of potatoes. One thousand women in the Land Army were employed in eradicating rats. Women who worked in the ‘Timber Corps’, a special section of the Land Army, were responsible for cutting, measuring and hauling trees used for telegraph poles and ladder posts and a host of other applications.



They would travel the countryside logging and sawing timber in portable sawmills. They worked in all weather, including snow, and often lived in basic conditions such as plywood caravans, cut off by snowdrifts from the outside world.28.


Women’s Land Army workers were paid 28/- per week, although if they were lodging with the farmer for whom they worked the farmer was entitled to deduct 13/- for lodgings. The women were required to work a forty-eight hour week. Land Army women were actually paid slightly more than ordinary women farm labourers and this was a cause of some friction, the women who had been doing such work professionally claimed that it was unfair.29.


There were also the problems arising from jealousies, some farmers’ wives claiming that their husbands were far more interested in employing women from the Land Army more for their good looks than for their farming capabilities. The ‘girls’ were, according to one report, ‘too glamorous’. Mr T. Brooke, a member of the Buckinghamshire branch of the National Farmers’ Union, later stated that wives were objecting because their husbands were employing the women specifically for their ‘sex appeal’. ‘I think they are more trouble than they are worth,’ Brooke said. ‘I know a number of young farmers who would like to have these land girls working for them but their wives won’t hear of it.’30.


Another publication printed an article about how Britain had changed so dramatically now that women were playing key roles in the working environment of the country. One woman had been a journalist before the war, writing for a women’s magazine, but the war had changed things in the publishing industry very dramatically. Women’s pages had been the first to be cut from the daily papers as part of the country’s new austerity measures. Many of the smaller ‘glossy’ magazines had disappeared entirely. The article continued:


Tractor driving, forestry, dairying, horticulture, poultry farming all come under the land girl’s scope. The ‘socialite’ is at a dairy farm and rises at 6 a.m. to light the boiler fire

 to heat water for sterilising milking utensils. The cows and calves are her special charge. Cleaning the cowsheds and chicken-runs she also finds ‘not so nice, but you soon get used to it’.31.


Throughout the war Dover and its environs suffered terribly. As the war progressed and as Hitler’s military ambitions began to recede, the Germans used their massive weapons along the French shoreline to punish the British as often as possible. Coastal Dover was an easily definable target, its chalk-white cliffs clearly visible. In 1944, for example, 216 civilians had been killed up until September that year. This number was actually about evenly divided between bombs and shells. ‘That relatively few died from shelling was due to the discipline of the people in taking cover,’ as the press later reported. Apparently the first unexpected shell of any bombardment caused most of the casualties, after which, by the time the second and subsequent shells had arrived, most of the people that were targeted were under cover. Up until that month, in that year alone, two hundred people had been seriously injured from shelling while one hundred and forty-four had been injured from bombs. The warning siren had sounded on more than three thousand occasions. The month of September 1944 was the worst of the entire war up until that time when the Germans turned their long-range guns deliberately on civilians in their homes, forcing residents in villages and towns to remain under cover for long periods, sometimes up to thirteen hours at a time. It became impossible to conduct ordinary business. Over a hundred houses were destroyed and four hundred were seriously damaged. Roads were blown up and public services damaged or destroyed by the almost constant shelling. The damage was so great that additional workers had to be brought in from outside regions to assist with the emergency repair work.


Many people sheltered in the caves of Dover where basic cooking facilities had been provided. Stew in buckets was handed out and ladled onto soup plates as the buckets were passed around.

 Plates and eating utensils were passed back, washed and handed out to the next in line waiting for food. Thousands of meals were being provided in this way. There was also the difficulty of feeding the small army of Civil Defence workers who were required to go out after an ‘All Clear’. Mobile canteens were being provided for this purpose. These were being run by the Salvation Army and the Queen’s Messenger convoys. In canteens outside the principal towns, meals were actually being prepared while the shelling was taking place. The provision of milk was another major problem. The main processing plants were dependant on electricity and sometimes the electricity was cut by the shelling, making it impossible to process milk. Yet even when milk was available the milkmen were unable to deliver it to the homes as almost everyone was then in shelters and the homes had been left empty.32.


The last shells to be fired from the German guns exploded on Kent on 26 September 1944. The bombardment began at 2 a.m. and went on intermittently until 7.15 that evening. After that the guns at Calais were captured by advancing Allied troops and were never used again.33.


After the war Gilbert and his wife purchased Reach Court Farm and continued farming the holding. Gilbert became something of a local celebrity and broadcast regularly on a popular British Home Service nature program called the Reds in November. He remained modest about his war experiences, rarely talking of them, but did agree to appear on the television serial All Our Yesterdays. He enjoyed riding and attending the races but his great love was for his family and the beautiful Kentish countryside where he spent his entire working life. Gilbert Mitchell died in 1987, aged eighty-one years, leaving his wife, Kathleen, a son and daughter.34.


Grace Harrison, the wonderfully brave ‘girl farm-worker’ who had shared all the difficulties and dangers of wartime life at Reach Court Farm, later went on to have a happy life. During the war she was responsible for the management of other young women

 in the district who were employed as part of the Women’s Land Army and it was probably her relatively high profile at the time which brought her the honour of presenting a cheque for £6000 to the Royal Air Force for the purchase of a new Spitfire fighter. The money had been raised through the efforts of Women’s Land Army personnel all over the country. Grace subsequently married a man named Peter Guest, who had also been employed at Reach Court Farm. Grace died at St Margaret’s, the village she loved, on Monday 13 July 1970, and after a service at the local village church her remains were cremated at Barham.35.


British actor Peter Ustinov was stationed at St Margaret’s during the war. He loved the region so much that he later purchased a home which was subsequently acquired by Miriam Margolyes, the well known English/Australian actor who played Professor Sprout in the Harry Potter series of films. A cottage at the other end of the beach was owned by Noel Coward, while Ian Fleming rented another.


Thankfully, the hundreds of shells and thousands of machinegun bullets that were sprayed murderously over Reach Court Farm during the course of the war never once injured Gilbert Mitchell, his wife or sister-in-law, Grace Harrison. Perhaps the magical, bullet-proof properties of the Filipino ‘anting-anting’ which was found on the farm in 1928, actually worked after all!






Chapter 2




The St Patrick Ferry


13 June 1941


Why were the Germans attacking neutral Irish shipping? That was the question voiced by the Irish and British general public and governments of both countries as the world slipped steeply into war. Ireland was determined to remain steadfastly neutral but it would appear that to the Germans neutrality meant little or nothing.


During the war the people of Ireland referred to the conflict as ‘The Emergency’. Trade between Ireland and its traditional partner, Britain, was badly disrupted which caused considerable confusion and social hardship as most of Ireland’s imports at that time came from the U.K. across the Irish Sea or St George’s Channel. The exchange of trade between Ireland and Britain was enormously beneficial to both economies, particularly coal going over to Ireland from ports such as Swansea or Cardiff and cattle or other agricultural produce coming back the other way. Somehow, the Germans believed, this Irish support of Britain’s social and economic needs would have to be slowed or stopped altogether.


In August 1940 Germany demanded that Ireland cease its food exports to Britain.1. Soon afterwards a large area around Britain was declared to be a ‘scene of warlike operations’, and on 26 August the Germans bombed the small village of Campile, situated in the south of County Wexford. Why Campile was bombed is a moot point and there are several theories including one which claimed that the bombing was carried out to reinforce the new German edict of Ireland ceasing to supply Britain. Destroyed during the attack was the Shelburne Co-op and Creamery which was supplying butter to England. Three women were killed: sisters Mary Ellen Kent (30) and Kitty Kent (26), and a restaurant worker named Kathleen Hurley (27). This was Ireland’s first bloody on-land experience of the war.2.




German U-boats were, of course, targeting British shipping and the Irish Government had ordered all Irish ships to fly the Irish tricolour. However, there was confusion over registry. Some British ships were on the Irish register, (in order to take advantage of the Irish whale quota, for example), while a number of major Irish ferries sailed under the British Red Ensign (known affectionately as the Red Duster). Among these was the ferry steamer St Patrick which ran daily on the route from Rosslare in County Wexford to Fishguard, on the west coast of Wales.


For reasons unknown, apart from the fact that the St Patrick was flying the Red Ensign, the Germans appeared to have had a particular dislike for the steamer and apparently expended quite an effort to destroy the vessel, attacking it on three separate occasions. This could have been coincidence, of course, or simply opportunism.


The St Patrick was a vessel well known in the Wexford and Fishguard areas of Ireland and Wales. Operating both as a passenger ferry and mail-boat, the ship provided an important social and economic service linking the two countries. The ferry was owned by the Fishguard and Rosslare Railway and Harbour Company which, in turn, was owned conjointly by the Great Western Railway Company and the Irish Great Southern and Western Railway Company. The ship was 1911 gross tons with two steam turbines and twin propellers. It was capable of a speed of about twenty-two knots. More than 330 people could be accommodated comfortably in its cabins which ranged from first-class to third-class.


The St Patrick had been constructed by Alex Stephen and Son of Glasgow and had made its maiden voyage on 18 April 1930, steaming from Weymouth to the Channel Islands. The ship was originally intended to have been a relief vessel for the steamers travelling on the regular routes from Weymouth to the Channel Islands and from Rosslare to Fishguard. However, the vessel was principally based at Weymouth.




Two years after its construction, on 5 August 1932, the St Patrick, steaming in dense fog, struck the Frouquie rock at La Corbière, at the extreme south-western point of Jersey. La Corbière was the western terminus for the Jersey Railway line from St Helier. The ship’s engine-room became flooded. The passengers were rescued from the stranded vessel by the steamer Isle of Sark and after the ship had been refloated it was taken in tow by the St Julien, firstly to St Aubin’s Bay and St Hélier, in Jersey, and later across the English Channel to Plymouth. It went subsequently to Birkenhead where repairs to its damaged hull were carried out. Upon the outbreak of war the vessel was used for a while as a troop-carrier until being returned to Fishguard to resume its normal ferry service to Ireland.3.


On the afternoon of Saturday 17 August 1940 the St Patrick left Fishguard harbour for its regular fifty-four miles run to Rosslare. When the ship was about ten miles east-south-east of the Tuskar Rock Lighthouse, within sight of Ireland, the captain of the vessel, James Faraday, who was on the bridge looking out for the Tuskar light, suddenly heard what he later described as being the ‘rattle of machine-gun fire’.4. Captain Faraday looked astern and saw, to his great consternation that the ferry was being attacked by a German bomber. A Heinkel He 111 was about two hundred feet away, firing towards the ship at about the height of the ship’s masts, its machine-guns winking murderously. Those on the bridge which included Captain Faraday, the chief officer and two sailors, immediately took cover by crawling into the wheel-house as the ship was sprayed with bullets. Fortunately, the wheel-house was protected by concrete slabs.5.


As the German aircraft passed overhead its rear gunner opened fire on the ship and Captain Faraday heard the bullets striking the deck. He also heard a cry from one man, Seaman Moses Brennan, who called out, ‘Oh my leg!’ Brennan, aged forty-six, was on watch as a lookout. His post was situated in a specially designed shelter (known as a ‘monkey bridge’) on top of the wheel-house.
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St Patrick ferry.


—Courtesy of Carl Milne, Stena Line, supplied by County Echo, Fishguard.


Another seaman later told the press, ‘I could see the swastika on the sides of the ’plane which came so low that it almost swept our masthead away.’ The same seaman also stated that as the rear gunner in the aircraft had opened fire, bullets had swept the entire length of the ship’s upper deck and the navigation deck. The Heinkel had turned to come around for another machinegun attack but by then all the passengers on deck had taken cover. On the aircraft’s third run over the ship it had dropped two bombs in quick succession but both had missed, although the explosions had been so close that the vessel had rocked badly as it had zigzagged desperately towards the shore.6.


Another sailor, Able Seaman Kent, ran quickly around the wheel-house and found Moses Brennan lying on the deck at the foot of the ladder. He was bleeding profusely from a leg wound and had evidently also fallen down the ladder from his lookout station. He was in great pain. Kent carried his shipmate into the wheel-house and as the attack was now over, Captain Faraday sent for the services of a nurse, a Miss Maloney, who was a passenger on board the ship during that crossing. Nurse Maloney was able 

  to staunch the flow of blood with a tourniquet. She also gave first aid to another member of the crew, a man named John Jacobs, who had been hit by bullets. Meanwhile, Captain Faraday ordered full speed ahead to Rosslare where both wounded men were subsequently placed on board a train to take them to the hospital at Wexford.7.


Sadly, Moses Brennan did not make it through the night. When Doctor John A. Driscoll at Wexford Hospital examined the wounded man’s leg he discovered that the damage was so severe that the leg would need to be amputated immediately. Brennan had suffered a compound fracture of his right leg and the fibula and nerves were severely lacerated. The wounded man did not survive the shock of the operation, dying four hours after entering the hospital.8.


During the inquest that followed this attack, Captain Faraday and many of the ferry’s passengers were, ‘loud in their praise’ of Nurse Maloney who had worked with ship’s officers to render every possible assistance to Moses Brennan and John Jacobs. Miss Maloney came from Clogheen, near Cahir in County Tipperary.9.


The funeral of Moses Brennan took place at St Ibar’s Cemetery, Crosstown. He had been the husband of Alice Doran Brennan whom he had married in 1922. The couple had two children, John and Alice. Sadly, John would also be killed during the third and final German attack on the ship.10.


Meanwhile, even as the body of the slain seaman lay in the morgue awaiting burial, and before the official inquest could take place, the steamer St Patrick again left Rosslare, returning to Fishguard on its regular service. Then, on the return journey, it was again attacked by German aircraft. It seems unlikely that this second attack was coincidental and there is every reason to believe that the St Patrick was a deliberate target for German bomber patrols in the region on the lookout for Allied convoys.




This second attack, which the local newspaper, the Waterford News, described as being a ‘thrilling battle’, occurred on Tuesday 20 February when the ship was about fifteen miles off the south Wexford coast. On this occasion passengers of the St Patrick gave graphic descriptions of the attack to the local press, stating that three German aircraft had swooped down on the ship from a cloudy sky. For defensive reasons the ferry had been equipped with two machine-guns and the moment the aircraft were observed by the crew of the ferry, the machine-gunners had opened fire. The German planes circled and began to drop bombs although by this time Captain Faraday had ordered full speed and the ship was zigzagging crazily. These rapid actions probably saved the ferry. Despite the fact that the Germans were using very effective and accurate bomb-sighting equipment and were highly trained in attacking shipping, the bombs all missed, dropping into the water close by and making the hull of the ship shudder. At that time there were over fifty passengers on board the ferry, including many women and children. After the shock of the initial sighting, the stutter of machine-guns and the concussive crash of exploding bombs, all the passengers on deck were ordered below and told to put on their life-belts. Meanwhile, as the frightened passengers huddled together, the battle raged ferociously with the Germans machine-gunning the decks and the gunners on the ferry retaliating until the Germans were driven off about twenty minutes after the attack had first started.11.


A ship’s officer later told the press that all the passengers had ‘behaved splendidly’ during the attack and a woman passenger said that her four small children had been so interested in the life-belts that they had not been frightened by the noise of the battle raging around them. Yet most of the passengers had been terrified and were described as being ‘white-faced’ when they came down the gangway at Rosslare that afternoon.12.
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