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POW after St Nazaire 
raid, he escaped from 
Colditz

The Raid on the German base 
at St Nazaire on 28 March 1942 
led to Belfast RNVR officer 
Lieutenant-Commander William 
Stephens ending up in Colditz 
Castle.

The RN’s main targets were 
the German battleships 
Bismarck and Tirpitz. The navy 
had heavily damaged Bismarck and attention centred on 
Tirpitz which could attack convoys to the UK. The only dock 
outside of Germany which could repair Tirpitz was at St 
Nazaire in France. The plan was to stop the dock operating. 
It was both daring and difficult. Lock gates had to be 
severely damaged. HMS Campbelltown packed with 
explosives was to ram the gates. Commando assault and 
demolition teams had to charge ashore to engage the 
German defenders in a brutally punishing firefight while 
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providing protection for the demolition teams to do their 
work. RN motor launches escorted HMS Campbeltown 
towards the target.  

The port was located some five miles from the sea, up the 
River Loire estuary, a notoriously difficult and sometimes 
shallow river to navigate, especially when the tides were 
turning.  The route was also known to be well defended by a 
large number of enemy light and heavier artillery batteries.  
St. Nazaire itself was defended by a combined brigade of 
5,000 German naval and infantry troops.

Codenamed "Operation Chariot,”  the 622 men chosen for 
the mission were sent for specialized demolition training to 
both actual British naval dry dock and mock-ups of French 
dockyard installations to better familiarize them for the 
coming mission. 
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The Campbeltown and her escorting armed motor 
launches, MTB's and gunboats remained under heavy 
German artillery and automatic weapons fire the whole time.  
The engaged ships returned fire for as long as men 
remained to serve on the guns. Most of these lighter craft 
were soon heavily damaged or sunk by the withering 
German fire. 

William Stevens who was commanding one of the MTBs 
was taken prisoner and ended up in Colditz Castle. His own 
launch was set on fire and abandoned under point-blank fire 
- but not before raising his hip-flask atop the burning 
wreckage for a final “quick one” prior to entering the icy 
water. 

 At Colditz he made history by his successful escape and 
journey through Germany to freedom in Switzerland. A 
fellow RN officer from N Ireland, Sir Ivan Ewart was also a 
prisoner at Colditz.

Stevens escape involved signals from a band conducted by 
air ace Douglas Bader who had a full view of the guards and 
paused the music when they were not looking.

Lt Cmdr “Billie” Stephens had to strip naked to squeeze 
through a narrow vent.

The Royal Navy officer had made various vain bids to get 
out prior to his “home run” – making it back to Britain.

He fled “escape-proof” Colditz near Leipzig with three 
others, including legendary Major Pat Reid, before going by 
trains and on foot to neutral Switzerland.
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The forged papers used by Billie Stephens, one of the 
few men to escape from Colditz during World War Two

Paperwork forged in the castle was crucial as it convinced 
officials he was a legitimate traveller

The document and his medals were passed on through his 
family and when they were put up for auction in 2012 by a 
direct descendent their financial worth was estimated at 
£50,000.

They included a forged Urlaubsschein – leave pass – in the 
name of Jean Barder, a French electrician being employed 
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Enjoying their new found freedom in Switzerland, left to 
right: Lieutenant-Commander 'Billie' Stephens, Captain 
Pat Reid, Flight Lieutenant 'Hank' Wardle, and Lt-Col 
'Ronnie' Littledale 

by the Germans. It has swastika stamps and Leipzig issue 
dates for October 12-13 1942 – the escape was on October 
14.

There is also a related Dienstausweis – service pass – with 
portrait photograph, swastika and stamps and Leipzig issue 
date for March 28 1942.

The date is one day after Stevens entered France during the 
St Nazaire raid, for which he received the Distinguished 
Service Cross.
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Billie Stephens, born 09/03/1911 at Holywood, County 
Down, son of Rowley Stephens and his wife Lillian, née 
Nash. Educated at Shrewsbury, he subsequently joined the 
family shipping and timber agency firm, Stephens and 
Walkington Ltd, of Belfast, and in 1929 the Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve as a Midshipman, promoted Lieutenant 
in 1937. At the outbreak of war in 1939 he served in coastal 
forces and in 1942 commanded M L 192 as Senior Leading 
Officer of a company of Motor Launches which formed part 
of operation Chariot. 

After the war Billie Stephens rejoined Stephens and 
Walkington and was appointed a Director of the Midland 
Bank and Chairman of its Irish subsidiary, the Northern 
Bank. He also served as Chairman of the Northern Ireland 
Tourist Board, as a member of Belfast Harbour 
Commissioners and Naval President of the St Nazaire 
Association. He was appointed a Deputy Lieutenant for 
County Down and served a term as High Sherriff of the 
County. His wartime service was recognised by the award of 
the DSC and Bar in 1943, and by the French Medaille 
Militaire. 

Billie Stephens was a very private man, but one of great 
personal charm, elegant in manner and appearance yet 
capable of displaying ruthless determination and great 
courage, nowhere more ably demonstrated than during the 
second world war. Late in the nineteen-eighties he and his 
wife left Northern Ireland to live in Chateauneuf de Grasse, 
Nice. Chouchou Stephens died in 1993, the result of a tragic 
accident. Billie Stephens died on 03/08/1997 at their home 
in France.
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Lt Cmdr Stephens commenting on his misgivings about the 
Colditz escape plan. “I confess that I thought the scheme a 
little wild,” he wrote. 

STEPHENS, William Lawson
HMS Caroline. RNVR. Commander. DSC, VRD, Medaille de 
la Reconnaissance Franchise, DL. Before entering the 
RNVR he had served before the mast on board Herzogin 
Cecilie on a voyage from Australia to the UK. In September 
1939 was appointed to the Port War Signal Station, 
Invergordon. In April, 1940 to Motor Launches (in command 
ML 100, the prototype of a new class), and then ML 192, 
November 1941 - March 1942, when he took part in the 
assault on Saint Nazaire and was taken prisoner-of-war, 
being subsequently transferred to the special security 
fortress at Colditz. He succeeded in escaping in November, 
1942, thereafter making his way through Switzerland, 
France and Spain to the U.K. and being appointed to the 
Coastal Forces Base at Lowestoft until March, 1945, when 
he became SBNO at the port of Odessa on the Black Sea. 
Promoted Lieutenant-Commander in 1941 and Commander 
in 1945.

In the newspapers - March 28

Belfast News Letter, 28 March 1916

Trooper Harry Hamilton, 6th (Inniskilling) Dragoons, 
Service Squadron, a native of Dungannon, recently met with 
a severe riding accident in France, and is now in hospital 
suffering from severe injuries to the head and legs.

Belfast News Letter, 28 March 1917
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Second Lieutenant MATTHEW S. DARRAGH, Duke of 
Wellington's (West Riding Regiment) was killed whilst 
leading a patrol party on the 20th inst. Twenty-four years of 
age, deceased was the youngest son of the late Mr. Samuel 
Darragh, Ballycraigy, Ballymena, and Mrs. Darragh, Alma 
Terrace, Portadown. His brother, Mr. John McClelland 
Cromie Darragh, of the Service Squadron, Inniskilling 
Dragoons, was killed in action in France on 24th December 
last. 

�

 

Matthew Darragh was born at Ballycraigey, Ballymena, on 
25 July 1892, son of farmer Samuel Darragh and Jane 
Darrah (nee Starrah). 

He enlisted in the 6th (Inniskilling) Dragoons Service 
Squadron at Belfast on 10 November 1914 (No.129), 
together with his older brother, John McClelland Cromie 
Darragh (No.128). 

Report in Ballymena Observer follows - 
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Kaiserschlacht day 8

The 21st Entrenching Bn. arrived at Sourdon at 7am 28th 
March on the 8th day of the Kaiserschlacht after an 
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overnight circuitous March from Arvillers. The war diary 
recorded that ‘the men were very done up but cheerful.’


Day 8 of Kaiserschlacht and remnants of 36th(Ulster) Div 
arrived at Sourdon throughout the day anticipating a rest 
only to be directed to Coullemelle by Commander French 
1st Army as Germans had broken the French line. On arrival 
however, the Div. was not required.


CSM John Henry Kelly, MC. 15/11687, A Coy, 15th Bn., 
Royal Irish Rifles, was taken prisoner of war 27/08/1918. He 
was born 22nd May 1884 Cork, Ireland and resided at 5 
Jersey Street, Belfast. He would survive the war earning the 
MC, 1914-15 Star, British War & Victory Medal. The Belfast 
Newsletter on 28th July 1917 had reported on the award of 
the Military Cross to CSM Kelly, stating, “Company 
Sergeant Major John Henry Kelly, 15/11687, 15th Battalion 
Royal Irish Rifles, who has been awarded the Military Cross, 
was in the employment of Messrs. Norman Macnaughton & 
Sons Ltd. Corporation Street, before he joined the colours. 
He is serving with a Belfast Volunteer Division.” 


CSM Kelly was born on 22nd May in 1884 Cork and resided 
at 5 Jersey Street, Belfast. He would survive the war 
earning the 1914-15 Star, British War and Victory Medal.


Roll of Honour - March 28
1916

+CLAY, John (Jack).    

11 RIR. Rifleman. Died 28/03/1916. Aged 18 He was the 
son of Mary Clay and the late Thomas Clay of the Post 

Page �10



MARCH 28, 2019

Office, Lambeg, Lisburn, and brother of Thomas Clay, who 
also served. Born and living in Lambeg, he enlisted in 
Lisburn at the start of the war embarking for France from 
Bordon in October 1915.  

After his death the Rev. A. Gibson, an Army Chaplain, 
writing to the Rev. J.J.C. Breakey the minister of First 
Lisburn Presbyterian Church stated, “I was urgently called 
upon to visit [Jack Clay] in the field hospital where I found 
him seriously wounded.  He was not suffering undue pain 
then but was in a very drowsy way.  He roused himself to 
talk to me. … He was very weak, but I was glad to be with 
him.  He told me that he came from Lambeg and that you 
were his minister.  I did not worry him with many questions.  
I talked to him and had prayer with him.  He died very soon 
afterwards. … he seemed a very nice lad”.  The Rev. Gibson 
conducted Jack Clay’s burial service, “in a little cemetery 
some five miles or so behind the lines.  I have arranged,” he 
added, “that his grave be marked with his name etc. upon 
it”. 

Mrs. Clay also received letters of condolence from two of 
her son’s officers.  Captain Arthur Charley (from a local 
family) wrote, “Your son was always a smart, quiet hard 
working fellow … and his loss will be greatly felt, both from a 
military standpoint and also as a friend, as I know he was 
greatly liked by the other men in his platoon and company”.  

Using similar language, Lieutenant F.R. Webb described 
him as, “one of those quiet, descent, willing young chaps 
who can be ill spared at the present time and we all feel his 
loss deeply.  I am sure though that you will find consolation 
in the fact that he died doing his duty”.  
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Mrs. Clay appears as well to have been involved with the 
Hilden-Lambeg Work Society which provided comforts for 
soldiers.  The secretary had a notice included in the Lisburn 
Standard on the 25/08/1916 saying how difficult it was to 
keep track of men who were sick and wounded and asked 
relatives to forward addresses to Mrs. Clay at Lambeg Post 
Office.  She may also have had a daughter who helped in 
the work.  A Miss Clay of Lambeg is mentioned in the News 
Letter on the 04/07/1916 as a contributor to comforts sent 
out to soldiers in 11 RIR in the first half of 1916.

 Jack Clay was buried in Forceville Communal Cemetery 
Extension, France. The Rev. Gibson appears to have been 
true to his word.  There is no inscription on the existing 
headstone but according to the CWGC register, there was 
one on the original wooden cross.  “Soldier rest, thy warfare 
o’er, sleep the sleep that knows no breaking, dream of 
fighting fields no more, day of toil and night of waiting.” 

+McGRATH, John Robert
RN. Stoker 1st Class. SS103926. HMS Conquest. Died 
28/03/1916. Age 28. Drowned as a result of the capsizing of 
the ship’s cutter in a blizzard. Enrolled 02/10/1906 for 5 and 
7 years. Served to 01/10/1911. Joined RFR 02/10/1911. War 
service in Pembroke II, Aeolus Royal Arthur and Conquest 
(15/06/1915 - 28/03/1916). Born Kilkenny. Son of Annie 
McGrath, Ludlow St., Belfast, and the late Thomas 
McGrath. All Saints Walton-on-the-Naze  Churchyard.
1918

+GRIFFIN, Thomas

36 Signal Company RE. Lance Corporal. 57969. Died 
28/03/1918. Born in Ballinderry Co. Antrim, he enlisted at 
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Belfast, probably in 1914. Son of Mary and Thomas James 
Griffin, Sloan Street, Lisburn whose remains are buried in 
Blaris Old Cemetery. Pozieres Memorial, Somme, France,, 
panels 10 to 13

+HAMILTON, Robert Ainslie

Royal Army Service Corps, Attd. 5th Bn. K.O.Y.L.I. 
Lieutenant. Died 28/03/1918. Aged 23. Son of Robert J. 
Hamilton, F.R.C.S.E, Rodney Street, Liverpool and 
grandson of Robert Hamilton, F.R.C.S, Magherabuoy, 
Portrush. Pozieres Memorial Panels 59-60

+MOORE, David

56th Bn. Machine-Gun Corps. Sergeant. 18634. MiD. Died 
28/03/1918. Age 23. Born Macosquin. Enlisted Finner 
Camp. Arras Memorial, Bay 10

1942

+BEAMISH, Francis Victor

RAF. Group Captain. 16089. Died 28/03/1942. Aged 39. 485 
(R.N.Z.A.F.) Sqdn. D S O and Bar, D F C, A F C. Son of 
Francis George Beamish, and of Mary Elizabeth Beamish, 
of Castlerock, Co. Derry. Runnymeade Memorial, Panel 64

+FINDLEY, William Ritchie
RN. AB. D/SSX19545. HMS Campbeltown. Died 
28/03/1942. Age 22. Son of John and Janette Findlay, 
Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 65

+GRAHAM, John Thompson

RAFVR. Flight Sergeant. 968335. Died 28/03/1942. Aged 29
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7 Sqdn. Son of Joseph and Bessie Isabel Graham, of 
Newtownards, Co. Down, Northern Ireland. Runnymeade 
Memorial, Panel 74

On this day - March 28
1933 

Nazis order a ban on all Jews in businesses, professions 
and schools.

1940 

Dutch fighters shoot down a British bomber near Rotterdam 
by mistake, killing one flier.

The British and French decide to start mining neutral 
Norwegian waters from the 8th April 1940.

1941 

In an attempt to intercept British convoys sailing to Greece, 
the Italian navy puts a force of 1 Battleship, 8 Cruisers and 9 
Destroyers out to sea. However, they are spotted by an RAF 
flying boat which alerts Admiral Cunningham who orders the 
Mediterranean fleet to slip anchor and intercept the Italians 
the next day.

Anti-Axis demonstrations in Yugoslavia.

1942 

Naval and Commando raid against St. Nazaire. A British 
ship, the HMS Campbeltown, a Lend-Lease American 
destroyer, which was specifically rammed into a German 
occupied dry-dock in France, explodes, knocking the area 
out of action for the German battleship Tirpitz.
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Under the new tactical doctrine of area saturation bombing, 
introduced by Air Vice Marshal Harris, the RAF launches a 
heavy incendiary attack (234 bombers) against Lubeck on 
the Baltic that devastates 265 acres of the old city. The RAF 
lost 13 aircraft and from one of these the Germans were 
able to obtain their first specimen of the GEE equipment. In 
retaliation for the raid on Lubeck, Hitler orders the Luftwaffe 
to bomb historic British towns and cities.

Fritz Sauckel named Chief of Manpower to expedite 
recruitment of slave labour.

In response to General Stilwell’s request for a British 
counter-attack to relieve the pressure on Chinese forces 
around Toungoo, Alexander orders the 1st Burma Corps to 
attack at Paungde and Prome in the Irrawaddy valley.

1943

The British First Army goes onto the offensive in northern 
Tunisia.

1944 

The Russians recapture Nikolaev on the Black Sea and 
enter Romanian territory.

Merrill’s ‘Marauders’ begin a 10-day defensive action 
against 1,300 Japanese at Nhpum Ga Ridge.

1945 

Argentina declares war against Germany.

The British Second Army begins its drive towards the Elbe 
as the U.S. First Army captures Marburg, 60 miles Northeast 
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of Koblenz. The US Third Army captures Limburg on the 
Lahn.

The Russians capture Gdynia, along with 9,000 prisoners, 
after a long struggle. The 1st Belorussian Front captures 
Gotenhafen north of Danzig. Hitler replaces General 
Guderian with General Krebs as chief of OKH. 
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev Dr Houston 
McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to 
the RBL NI area and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and give your first 
and second names with e-mail address in body of text. There is also a 
contact  facility on the web site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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