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FOREWORD 
 

Lieutenant Mike Cumberlege, Royal Naval Reserve & Special Operations Executive 
 

 
Accreditation 
 
Two Main Sources (for which the present Archivist is deeply indebted): 
 
The wartime exploits and ultimate fate of a singular Royal Navy officer remained shrouded in mystery until 
files in the National Archives revealed an amazing story. ROBIN KNIGHT describes the life and death of 

an unsung British hero. 
 

© 2013 Robin Knight & www.royalnavyresearcharchive.org.uk 
 
[Copyright Robin Knight and family 2013. The moral right of Robin Knight to be identified as the author of 
this work is asserted in accordance with Section 77 of the Copyright, Design and Patents Act 1988. All 
rights reserved. No part of this article may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in 
any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without the 
permission of Robin Knight] 
 

 
 

Robin Knight’s preparatory work 
 

 
 

The definitive article 

http://www.royalnavyresearcharchive.org.uk/
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Early Years at Pangbourne 
Early Years 

Claude Michael Bulstrode Cumberlege was born in 1905 into a seafaring family.  Both his father and 
grandfather were Admirals, his philandering, handsome father lived on a yacht in the south of France and 
early on Mike, as he was known, expressed a desire to go to sea himself.   

At the age of 14 he entered the Nautical College, Pangbourne, to prepare for a naval career.  Then 
just two years old, the College was nowhere near the sea and situated on a hill high above the Thames 
valley in rural Berkshire.  Staffed by a motley crew of rapidly changing teachers and retired upper and 
lower deck Royal and Merchant Navy personnel, and overseen by its redoubtable ship-owner founder Sir 
Thomas Devitt, the education it offered was basic.  But it did its job. 

At Pangbourne Cumberlege boxed, played rugby ("he is full of vigour, is not afraid of hard knocks and 
is a really fine tackler"), won a prize for Geography, showed leadership potential and became a Cadet 
Captain (prefect) in the Summer Term of 1921 - all clear pointers for what lay ahead.  

Early Years at Sea 
 

After Pangbourne he did three years with the Aberdeen Line, serving as a cadet on SS Euripides, a 
15,000 ton converted troop carrier with 1,100 passengers.  This regimented experience seems to have 
paled fairly quickly.  

 

 

SS Euripides 

 After putting in time on a Belgian fishing trawler in 1925-26, he took his Second Mate's certificate in 
1926 and decided to branch out on his own while retaining a foot in the conventional world by becoming 
an officer in the Royal Naval Reserve. 

 
For the next 14 years Mike lived on his wits.  An old Pangbourne chum met him around this time and 

reported that Cumberlege was "looking forward to a year or more of adventure, going round the world in a 
sailing yacht, accompanied by a cinema camera."  The sea, yachts, poetry and music were his life.   

Unable to afford the sort of yachts he wanted to own, Mike took to skippering, mostly in the 
Mediterranean and chiefly for wealthy Americans.  "As such, he was one of the fore-runners of the 
gentleman skippers of today," wrote Robin Bryer in a book published in 1982 about Jolie Brise, one of the 
boats Cumberlege helmed.  "An attractive Englishman, with a good background - mixing aristocratic self-
assurance with the professionalism of the servants which his family once employed." 

 

 

Sailing Yacht Jolie Brise 
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From the Jolie Brise website: 

“Jolie Brise, arguably one of the most famous tall ships in the world, is a 56' gaff-rigged pilot cutter built in 
Le Havre in 1913, launched by the Paumelle yard to a design by Alexandre Pâris. 
 
She was built to make fast ocean passages and was the last boat to carry the Royal Mail under sail. 
However, her career as a pilot boat was short-lived, owing to steam replacing sail, and she became a 
fishing boat for a time before being bought by E.G Martin in 1923, a founder member of the Ocean Racing 
Club. After a refit, she participated in the Fastnet race four times, between 1925 and 1930, winning three 
races including the inaugural race in 1925. 
 
In 1927, Martin sold Jolie Brise, through an advertisement in Yachting World to Captain Warren Ferrier 
and his partner Dr Brownlow Smith. An engine and an additional cabin were fitted at Morgan Giles's yard 
at Teignmouth. Bobby Somerset, another founder member of the Ocean Racing Club, purchased Jolie 
Brise in 1928 and together they competed in the Fastnet, Bermuda and Santander races. 
 
In 1934 her ownership passed on to an American, Mr Stanley Mortimer. After further alterations in 
Majorca and Marseilles, Jolie Brise stayed in the Mediterranean for a while but with war approaching she 
returned to Southampton where she was sold to William Stannard. Requisitioned by the Royal Navy, she 
spent the duration of the war laid up on a mud berth at Shoreham.” 

 

 Jolie Brise was to provide the French and Spanish-speaking Cumberlege with memorable 
experiences from 1934-38. Built in Le Havre in 1913, she was originally a pilot cutter delivering mail 
before being refitted and winning the Fastnet race three times. In 1934 she was sold to a rich American 
friend of Cumberlege's father, Stanley Mortimer of New York. He appointed Mike skipper and told him to 
oversee a total refit that winter in order to make the yacht suitable for cruising. The following summer this 
unlikely duo and a three-man crew, including a Czech steward by the name of Jan Kotrba, completed 
voyages around the Mediterranean totalling 7,000 miles. Each winter the boat returned to Southampton.  
 
 In 1938, as war threatened in Europe, Mortimer decided to stay in America. Jolie Brise was put up 
for sale and Cumberlege was out of a job.  Later that year Nancy (his wife) became pregnant (Marcus was 
born at the end of 1938).  What transpired during the next two summers is unclear but Mike's hectic 
sailing schedule continued.  In November he responded to a letter from Pangbourne with one of his own. 
It contains more than a clue to his lifestyle as he describes voyages in a yacht called Landfall owned by 
another American millionaire (see ‘Pre-Greece). 

 

   

 
          Sailing Yacht Landfall . . . .           . . . with Mike at the helm c. 1938 

           Image from the Cumberlege family  
             collection 


